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situation in Israel-Palestine. Sadly, occupation and 
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the last dozen years, and talks about a just peace have 
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Preface to the 2015 Revision 


How can a book first published in 1983 and revised most 
recently in 2002 deserve to be updated and republished in 
2015? 

It seems to have met a need as an introduction to the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict from a Christian perspective. It’s 
been different from other books on the subject in that it 
seeks to address both the history and the politics and 
questions of religion - with a special focus on the different 
ways in which Christians interpret the Bible. 

This new edition reflects things that have changed since 
2002 and things that have not changed. Thus, Part 1, 
Understanding the History, has been updated to explain why 
the so-called ‘peace process’, which began in 1991, has 
reached a dead end and why there seems to be so little 
hope of any lasting solution. We've had the war in Lebanon 
of 2006, and three destructive attacks on Gaza in 2008-09, 
2012, and 2014, and Israel/Palestine is now caught up in the 
other major conflicts being played out in the region. 

The roots of the conflict, which were explained in detail in 
the first edition, haven’t changed, but can be clarified 
further by several more recent studies - most of them by 
Jewish Israeli writers. For example, a book by a well-known 
Israeli journalist, Ari Shavit, My Promised Land, is a 
remarkable example of heart-searching by an Israeli Jew. 
Ravi Raz’s The Bride and the Dowry: Israel, Jordan and the 
Palestinians in the Aftermath of the June 1967 War sheds 
new light on how Israeli policy developed in that crucial 
period and continues to affect the situation today. And Avi 
Shlaim’s Israel and Palestine: Reappraisals, Revisions, and 
Refutations is a wonderfully lucid analysis of the recent 


history. The basic issues are even clearer than before and 
are explained in a new chapter entitled ‘Crucial Issues 
Today: Asking the right questions’ (Chapter 3). 

Part 2, Interpreting the Bible, covers the same ground as 
before, but includes new material illustrating how the 
debates have moved on. The Christian world is still split 
down the middle in its response to the conflict, since there’s 
a huge divide between those who see the establishment of 
the State of Israel in 1948 as the fulfilment of biblical 
promises and prophecies, and those whose starting point is 
that the coming of the kingdom of God in the person of 
Jesus the Messiah must determine the way Christians 
interpret the Old Testament. The chapter on ‘Other Biblical 
Themes’ seems as relevant as it was in 2002, and some 
issues like anti-Semitism and Islam seem even more urgent 
than before. 

In Part 3, Finding Ways Forward, Chapter 7, ‘Realities and 
Possibilities: “The Things That Make for Peace”’ has been 
updated, exploring further some of the questions raised in 
Chapter 3. 

The Conclusion presents a personal reflection on the 
nature of the conflict and the stage it has reached in the 
middle of 2015 and ways in which Christians try to respond 
and make sense of what is unfolding before our eyes. 

I’m extremely grateful to Katharine von Schubert, Jeremy 
Moodey, Munther Isaac, John Angle, Salim Munayer, Alex 
Awad, Sami Awad, Chawkat Moucarry, and Ben White who 
have read parts or all of this revision and made many 
helpful suggestions. It’s been a pleasure to work with Alison 
Hull and Jessica Tinker and their editorial team at Lion 
Hudson in Oxford. 


Introduction 


The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is one of the most bitter, 
protracted, violent and seemingly intractable conflicts of 
modern times.2 

Avi Shlaim 


We and they want the same thing. We both want Palestine.4 
David Ben-Gurion 


The core of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is the claim of two 
peoples to the same piece of land. 
Alan Dowty 


One land - two nations. That is the essence of the problem 
of Israel and the Palestinians.4 
Noam Chomsky 


Theologically speaking, what is at stake today in the political 
conflict over the land of the West Bank and Gaza is nothing 
less than the way we understand the nature of God.2 

Naim Stefan Ateek 


The beliefs that people hold about the meaning of the Holy 
Land are part of the problem, but they are also part of the 
solution.® 

Mark Braverman 


The Israeli-Palestinian conflict was a local conflict which 
began in a corner of the Ottoman empire in the 1880s. It 
intensified in the twentieth century and has turned into an 


international conflict that threatens the peace of the region 
and the world. 

A small Jewish community which had been rooted in the 
land for centuries was augmented by Jewish settlers who 
came in from outside and inevitably threatened the majority 
community of Palestinian Arabs, who had also been rooted 
in the land for centuries. What developed was a clash of 
nationalisms - with two people claiming the same piece of 
land for reasons that developed out of their different 
histories. 

The conflict has become more and more complex, 
drawing in the whole of the Middle East and all the major 
world powers. Having started as a purely political problem, 
religion and politics are now thoroughly intertwined. 

If we’re asking ‘Who does the land belong to?’, what kind 
of question are we asking? Are we talking the language of 
international law and human rights and asking about 
borders, sovereignty, and statehood? Or are we using the 
language of religion and asking whether any particular 
group can claim a right to the land on the basis of their 
religious beliefs? 

Ben-Gurion, the first prime minister of Israel, was in no 
doubt about the importance of the Bible for the Zionist 
movement when he said, ‘The Bible is our mandate.’ And 
many Jews in the settlements on the West Bank base their 
claim to live there directly on God’s promise, recorded in the 
book of Genesis, to give the land to Abraham and his 
descendants ‘as an everlasting inheritance’ (Genesis 17:8). 
Many Christians, because of the way they interpret the 
Bible, support this claim. For many Jews and Christians, 
therefore, religious belief can trump any arguments based 
on history or on commonly accepted ideas about justice. 

How then we do begin to disentangle the history and 
politics on the one hand and the Bible and theology on the 
other? 


The approach adopted in this book is to begin with 
history, since it is important to have at least a basic 
understanding of the nature of the conflict before we turn to 
the Bible to attempt to find meaning in these historical 
events. 


Thus Part 1: Understanding the History, seeks to explain the 
historical claims of both Jews and Arabs that are based on 
previous occupation of the land, and to understand the 
events leading up to the establishment of the State of Israel 
in 1948 and the most significant developments in the first 
decades of its existence. 

Chapter 1: The Land in History: Basic Facts and Their 
Interpretation is a brief historical survey of the different 
peoples who have ruled the land from the twentieth century 
sc to the present day, describing in particular the escalation 
of the conflict in recent years. 

Chapter 2: The Seeds of Conflict: Call the Next Witness 
attempts to explain in greater detail the nature of the 
conflict, using quotations from a wide variety of sources to 
allow individuals who have been involved in the conflict or 
written about it to speak in their own words. 

Chapter 3: Crucial Issues Today: Asking the Right 
Questions seeks to articulate some of the crucial issues 
underlying all the debates at the present time. 


Part 2: Interpreting the Bible explores what the Bible has to 
say on the theme of the land. 

Chapter 4: The Land Before Christ: ‘A Land Flowing with 
Milk and Honey’ focuses on the land in the Old Testament. 

Chapter 5: The Land After Christ: ‘The Meek Shall Inherit 
the Earth’ explores how Jesus understood the idea of the 
land, and how his disciples believed that he had redefined 
Jewish ideas about the land. This survey challenges the idea 


that the recent return of Jews to the land and the 
establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 should be seen 
by Christians as the fulfilment of the promise made to 
Abraham and biblical predictions of a return to the land. 
Chapter 6: Other Biblical Themes: ‘Is There Any Word 
from the Lord?’ explores other themes in the Bible that are 
relevant to our understanding of the conflict today. 


Part 3: Finding Ways Forward builds on the analysis of the 
history in Part 1 and the study of the Bible in Part 2. 

Chapter 7: Realities and Possibilities: ‘The Things That 
Make for Peace’ discusses some of the major areas where 
there may be hope of finding some kind of resolution to the 
conflict. 


The Conclusion outlines a personal answer to the question, 
‘Whose Promised Land?’ 


Appendices 1 and 2 discuss in more detail the Christian 
interpretation of prophecy in the Old Testament. 


PART 1 


Understanding The History 


Who has lived in the land and who has ruled it in the past? 
How did the State of Israel come into being? What have 
been the various stages in the conflict between Israel and 
the Palestinians? What can we learn from the history of the 
last 130 years? Before we turn to the Bible in Part 2, is it 
possible to understand what the conflict is about? 

Chapter 1, ‘The Land in History: Basic Facts and Their 
Interpretation’, is not a complete history of the land, but an 
outline of the basic facts about who has ruled the land from 
around the twentieth century sc to the present day, with 
special focus on the process leading to the establishment of 
the State of Israel in 1948 and the different stages of 
conflict since then. 

Chapter 2, ‘The Seeds of Conflict: Call the Next Witness’, 
is a kind of anthology of quotations. Instead of trying to 
argue a particular case, it presents different kinds of source 
material to enable readers to make up their own minds 
about the recent history of the land. 

Chapter 3, ‘Crucial Issues Today: Asking the Right 
Questions’, seeks to explore the areas of fundamental 
disagreement between the two main parties in the conflict 
and among those who watch from the outside. At this point 
in time has the nature of the conflict changed, and are there 
new questions we need to be asking? 


CHAPTER 1 


The Land in History 


Basic Facts and Their Interpretation 


Only by coming to grips with the tangled and tortured 
history of this conflict can we make sense of it.4 
Avi Shlaim 


When we Say that the Arabs are the aggressors and 
we defend ourselves - that is only half the truth. As 
regards our security and life we defend ourselves... 
But the fighting is only one aspect of the conflict, 
which is in its essence a political one. And politically 
we are the aggressors and they defend themselves.2 
David Ben-Gurion, 1938 


David Ben-Gurion of course was right. Zionism was a 
colonizing and expansionist ideology and movement.2 
Benny Morris 


1.1 The patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (c. 
2000-1700 sc) 


Some time after 2000 sc (it is difficult to know precisely 
when), Abraham, the head of a small tribe, or perhaps just 
an extended family, migrated from Harran in Syria to the hill 
country of Palestine. He did not settle permanently in any 
one place, but moved between Shechem (near the present 


Palestinian town of Nablus), Beersheba, and Hebron. The 
inhabitants of the land at that time, who were of Semitic 
and other stock, are named by the writer of Genesis as ‘the 
Kenites, Kenizzites, Kadmonites, Hittites, Perizzites, 
Rephaites, Amorites, Canaanites, Girgashites, and Jebusites’ 
(Genesis 15:19-21). 

During a time of famine, Abraham lived in Egypt, and on 
a later occasion took refuge in Gerar in the northern Negev. 
The only piece of land he bought was the field containing 
the cave in which he buried his wife Sarah (see 3.1). 

Abraham’s son Isaac may have settled more 
permanently in one place in the hill country. But during 
another severe famine Isaac’s son, Jacob, moved to Egypt 
with his whole family at the invitation of his son Joseph who 
had by this time become, in effect, the prime minister of 
Egypt. Their descendants stayed in Egypt for over 400 
years. 


1.2 The exodus and the conquest of the land under 
Joshua (c. 1280-1050 sc) 


After a time of severe oppression under one of the pharaohs 
in Egypt, the twelve tribes of Israel made their escape under 
the leadership of Moses. After crossing the Red Sea, they 
spent forty years in different parts of the Sinai Peninsula. 
Sometime around 1280 sc Joshua led them across the River 
Jordan. 
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1.2 The exodus and the conquest of the land 


The conquest of the land began with the capture of 
Jericho and continued with several campaigns in the hill 
country to the south and north. The boundaries of the land 
which Joshua believed had been promised by God to the 
children of Israel ran from (approximately) the 
Mediterranean coast eastwards to Mount Hermon, then to 
the southern end of the Dead Sea, and west to the 
Mediterranean. The east bank of the Jordan was allocated by 
special request to two-and-a-half tribes (see Section 3.2). 

It is somewhat misleading, however, to speak of ‘the 
conquest of the land’, since the Israelites did not conquer 
anything like the whole land. One tribe after another 
attempted to occupy the territory allotted to it, but not all 
the tribes were successful, and large areas remained under 
the control of the Canaanites and others who were already 
living in the land (see Section 3.3). 


Then a period of decline followed, during which the tribes 
came under the control of neighbouring peoples such as the 
Philistines, but from time to time the tribes were able to 
establish their independence under their own leaders or 
‘judges’. 


1.3 Israel under the united monarchy 


1.3 The kingdom under Saul, David, and Solomon 
(1050-931 sc) 


Saul, the first king (about 1050-1011 sc), rallied many of the 
tribes in an attempt to push back the Philistines who 
occupied most of the coastal plain and controlled most of 
the hill country. When he was killed in battle, he was 
succeeded by King David (about 1011-971 sc), who was 
more successful. After breaking the power of the Philistines 
on the coast, he turned his attention to the area east of the 
Jordan, where he defeated three smaller kingdoms: Edom in 
the south, Moab to the east of the Dead Sea, and Ammon to 


the north of the Dead Sea. He then defeated the states of 
Aram further to the north. 

During the reign of his son, King Solomon (about 971- 
931 sc), the kingdom enjoyed a period of peace and 
prosperity, and its power extended further than at any other 
period in its history (‘from Dan to Beersheba...’). 
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1.4 The divided kingdom: Israel and Judah 


1.4 The kingdoms of Israel and Judah (931-587 sc) 


After the death of Solomon in about 931 sc, the ten northern 
tribes revolted against his successor, King Rehoboam, and 
two separate kingdoms came into being: the northern 
kingdom with its capital in Samaria (Israel) and the southern 
kingdom with its capital in Jerusalem (Judah). 

The northern kingdom continued under its own kings for 
200 years, until it was threatened by the growing power of 


Assyria in the north. It finally came to an end when Samaria 
was captured in about 722 sc and a large proportion of the 
population was deported. 

This deportation was very thorough, and large numbers 
of immigrants from other conquered territories were brought 
in to take their place. Those who settled in the province of 
Samaria eventually adopted the religion of the Israelites 
who had remained in the land. But this community, later 
called ‘the Samaritans’, was despised by the people of 
Judah to the south because of their mixed ancestry and 
because their religion was no longer considered to be pure. 

The deported Israelites were settled in several different 
places within the Assyrian empire - in what is today north- 
east Syria, south-east Turkey, and the western part of Iraq. 
This was part of a deliberate policy aimed at making them 
lose their identity and assimilate more easily with the local 
population. Most historians seem to accept that the Assyrian 
policy must have achieved its aim, and that the vast 
majority of the exiles were fully absorbed in the 
communities where they settled and never returned to their 
land. 


1.5 The Babylonian exile (597-539 sc) 


When the northern kingdom of Israel was absorbed within 
the Assyrian empire, the southern kingdom of Judah was 
able to defend itself and retain some measure of 
independence. By the beginning of the sixth century sc, 
however, the Babylonians had taken over control of the 
whole area from the Assyrians and were now threatening 
the small kingdom of Judah on their south-western border. 

In 597 sc Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon captured Jerusalem, 
despoiled the temple, and deported the cream of the 
population to Babylon. 

When the people left in the land rose up in revolt against 
the Babylonians in 586 sc, the Babylonian army attacked 


and destroyed much of the city of Jerusalem and took many 
of the remaining people into exile. 

When Cyrus, king of Persia, captured Babylon in 539 sc, 
his policy was to repatriate the different groups of exiles in 
the country. The first group of exiles therefore returned in 
537 sc under Zerubbabel, while other groups returned over a 
period of many years - some as much as seventy or eighty 
years later under Ezra and Nehemiah. 


1.6 Palestine under the Babylonians, Persians, and 
Greeks (597-63 sc) 


At some periods after their return from exile, the Jews 
enjoyed a considerable measure of independence, but they 
were never able to establish the kind of sovereign state that 
had existed from the tenth century to the sixth century sc. 
So from 597 sc onwards the Jewish community in Palestine 
(as the geographical area between Egypt and Phoenicia 
came to be known at around that time) lived under the 
control of one foreign power after another. 


e The Babylonian empire controlled the whole of Palestine 
after 597 sc until 538 sc. 


e The Persian empire dominated Palestine after Cyrus’ 
victory in 539 sc until 330 sc. It was around this time 
(mid fifth century sc) that we first find reference to 
Palestine as a distinct region of what was then Syria: 
Herodotus, the Greek historian, referred in his work The 
Histories to the area called ‘Palestine’, derived from the 
area’s inhabitants, the Philistines. 


e Alexander the Great conquered the coastal plain in 330 
sc, although he did not interfere with the Jewish 
community around Jerusalem. 


e The Ptolemies (who were Greek) took control of 
Palestine after the death of Alexander the Great in 323 


BC. 


The Seleucids (of Syria), who were also Greek, took 
over control of Palestine from the Ptolemies in 200 sc. 
During this period Antiochus Epiphanes tried to stamp 
out the Jewish religion - for example, by setting up an 
altar to Zeus in the temple. Jewish resistance was led 
by Judas Maccabeus, and after three years of intense 
guerrilla warfare, the Syrians were driven out of 
Jerusalem and the temple was purified (165 sc). 


Thus for a short period of two or three years, the Jews had a 
fully independent Jewish state based in Jerusalem. But the 
Syrians soon regained control, re-established pagan worship 
in the temple, and nominated their own candidate as high 
priest. In the years that followed, the Jews were ruled by a 
succession of their own priest-kings and enjoyed a certain 
measure of independence. 


1.7 Palestine under the Romans (63 sc - ap 330) 


The Romans took over Palestine in 63 sc when Pompey 
invaded at the head of a Roman army. At times they ruled 
the country through local puppet kings such as Herod the 
Great (37-4 sc); at other times they ruled through Roman 
procurators like Pontius Pilate (ao 26-36), or through direct 
Roman rule (ao 135-330). Resistance to Roman rule led to 
the Jewish revolt of ao 66, which ended in av 70 when 
Jerusalem was captured and the temple destroyed. Some 
Jews made a final stand at Masada near the Dead Sea, but 
the Romans captured the stronghold in a 73. 

Although Roman rule was not unduly oppressive by the 
standards of the time, resistance continued. A further Jewish 
revolt in ao 132 was led by Bar Cochba, who rallied an army 


of 200,000 men and proceeded to drive the Romans out of 
Jerusalem. When the Roman army recaptured Jerusalem in 
av 135 the Jews were slaughtered. The Emperor Hadrian now 
turned Jerusalem into a Roman colony and called it Aelia 
Capitolina. He built a pagan temple in honour of Jupiter on 
the site of the temple and forbade the Jews to enter 
Jerusalem on pain of death. He also applied the name ‘Syria 
Palestina’ to the region, partly to erase any sense of Jewish 
connection with the land, but also in recognition of the 
area’s previous Greek name. Although these repressive 
actions killed all hopes of Jewish national independence, 
communities of Jews continued to live in different centres in 
Palestine (e.g. on the coastal plain and in Galilee). 


1.8 Palestine under the Byzantine empire (ap 330- 
634) 


In ao 330 the Roman Emperor Constantine, who had made 
Christianity the official religion of the Roman empire, 
founded a new capital city for the eastern half of his empire 
at Byzantium, which was thereafter known as 
Constantinople. He set about making Jerusalem a 
thoroughly Christian city, building many new churches. In 
395 the Roman empire was officially divided into two halves 
and the eastern half became known as the Byzantine 
empire. Palestine was thus a province of the Byzantine 
empire for some three-and-a-half centuries. 

Treatment of the Jews (in Palestine and elsewhere) by the 
Byzantine emperors varied: in 438 the Empress Eudocia 
removed the ban on Jews praying at the temple site, but the 
Emperor Justinian (527-65) organized attempts to convert 
Jews to Christianity by force and from that time onwards 
Byzantine treatment of the Jews deteriorated. 

In 614 the Persians invaded the Byzantine empire and 
occupied Syria, Palestine, and Egypt. For three years 
Jerusalem was in the hands of the Jews until the Byzantines 


defeated the Persians in 617 and reasserted their control 
over Palestine. 


1.9 The Arab empire at the end of the Umayyad 
dynasty in av 750 


1.9 Palestine under the Arabs and Seljuk Turks (634- 
1099) 


In 634, only two years after the death of the prophet 
Muhammad in 632, the Arab armies invaded Palestine and 
captured Jerusalem. Palestine thus became part of an 
Islamic empire for the next 450 years. From 661 this empire 
was ruled by the Umayyads, an Arab dynasty which ruled 
from Damascus. Then from 750 it was ruled by the 
Abbasids, a dynasty which ruled from Baghdad. 

The Arab Muslims came to Palestine as conquerors; but 
since there was no attempt either to expel the people of the 
land or to convert them to Islam, they remained as 
Christians or Jews. Gradually, however, the population 
began to convert to Islam, since that was the path to social 
advancement, and Arabic quickly became the most widely 
spoken language, replacing Aramaic as the lingua franca. 
Islam, however, did not become the religion of the majority 
of the population of Palestine until the thirteenth century. 


1.10 Palestine under the Crusaders and the Mamluks 
(1099-1516) 


In 1099 the Crusaders, Christian knights from Western 
Europe, recaptured Jerusalem from the Muslims (and 
massacred the entire population of the city, Jewish and 
Muslim). The Crusaders established a kingdom in Palestine, 
based on Jerusalem, but in 1187 they were defeated and 
expelled from Jerusalem by Saladin. Although they had 
retained a certain amount of territory, they were finally 
expelled altogether from Palestine in 1291, when their last 
stronghold, the port of Acre, was recaptured by the Muslims. 
Palestine remained under Muslim rule thereafter, ruled by 
various dynasties of Mamluks, who were slave-soldiers, 
mostly of Turkish descent, until 1516. 


1.11 Palestine under the Ottoman Turks (1516-1918) 
and the birth of Zionism 


In 1516 the Ottoman Turks conquered Palestine. At the 
beginning of this period there were approximately thirty 
Jewish communities in different parts of Palestine, with their 
centre in Safed, a town in Galilee. 

Between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, 
Palestine was isolated by the Ottomans from outside 
influences. It was opened up to foreigners between 1831 
and 1840 when it was ruled by Muhammad Ali, the viceroy 
of Egypt, until the Ottomans took control of Palestine again 
in 1840. 

In 1880 the total population of Palestine was about 
480,000. 


e Of these the total number of Jews was around 24,000 
(i.e. approximately 5 per cent of the population). 


e The total number of Arabs was around 456,000 (i.e. 
approximately 95 per cent of the population). 
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1.11a Ottoman Palestine in 1880, showing the main 
Arab towns and villages prior to Zionist 
colonization. 


The 1880s mark the beginning of the Zionist movement, 
which encouraged Jews to settle in Palestine. Groups like 
Lovers of Zion were founded in Europe, and the first Aliyah 
(return of Jews) took place in 1881, when most of the new 
immigrants established new Jewish colonies on the coastal 
plain. In 1896 Theodor Herzl published his book The Jews’ 
State (der Judenstaat): An Attempt at a Modern Solution to 
the Issue of the Jews. The number of Jews gradually 
increased as a result of further waves of immigration, 
particularly during the First World War. In 1910 Jews were 


less than 10 per cent, but by 1914 they were 13.6 per cent 
of the total population. 
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1.11b Ottoman Palestine in 1914, showing the 
extent of Jewish settlement since 1880 


During World War I, when the Ottomans allied with 
Germany, Britain became more and more involved in the 
region, entering into a series of agreements in order to 
defeat Germany and the Ottomans and to exercise control 
of the region after the war: 


e Between 14 July 1915 and 30 January 1916, in the 
McMahon-Hussein Correspondence, Britain sought the help 
of the Arabs in driving the Ottomans out of Syria and 
Palestine, and promised in return to enable them to 
establish an independent Arab kingdom. 


e In the Sykes-Picot Agreement, signed on 16 May 1916, 
Britain and France decided on the spheres of influence that 
each would have when the war was over. 


e In the Balfour Declaration of 2 November 1917, Britain 
expressed support for the Zionist movement in Palestine 


(see 2.5). 
1.12 Palestine under the British Mandate (1922-48) 


The Turks were defeated during the First World War and 
were driven out of Palestine and Syria in 1918 by the 
combined efforts of the British, French, and Arab forces. 
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1.12 The British Mandate for Palestine (1920-48) 


The victorious powers held a peace conference at 
Versailles in 1919 to decide the future of the region. Under 
the terms of the Mandate, which was issued by the League 
of Nations in 1920 and came into effect in 1922, Britain was 
given responsibility for Palestine, while France was given 
responsibility for Syria and Lebanon. The terms of the 
Mandate were as follows: 


The Mandatory shall be responsible for placing the 
country under such political, administrative and 
economic conditions as will secure the establishment 
of the Jewish national home, as laid down in the 
preamble, and the development of self-governing 
institutions and also for safeguarding the civil and 
religious rights of all the inhabitants of Palestine, 
irrespective of race and religion. 


During the 1920s and 1930s there were many violent 
clashes between the Palestinian Arab communities and the 
increasing numbers of newly arrived Jewish settlers. Much 
Jewish immigration was occasioned by tough immigration 
controls introduced in Britain in 1919 and in the USA in 
1924, which forced many Russian and Eastern European 
Jews, who were experiencing strong anti-Semitism, to look 
elsewhere for a safe haven. 

In 1936 the Arabs rose in revolt against the British in 
protest at the continued Jewish immigration. When the 
revolt was brutally crushed, The Peel Commission, sent out 
by the British government in 1937, concluded that the 
Mandate was no longer workable and recommended that 
the country should be partitioned into two states, one Jewish 
and one Arab. 

In 1939 Britain published a further White Paper limiting 
Jewish immigration into Palestine to 75,000 in the next five 
years and ruling out the creation of a Jewish state. Instead, 


an undivided Palestine would be granted independence after 
ten years and would remain predominantly Arab. This was 
seen by the Jews as a breach of the Balfour Declaration and 
the Mandate, at a time when Jews from Germany and 
Austria were feeling the increasing effects of Nazism. 

The Nazi persecution of the Jews of Western Europe in 
the 1930s and the Second World War led to a great deal of 
legal and illegal Jewish immigration and further polarization 
of the two communities. Even when the scale of the 
Holocaust in Europe became clear to the Allies at the end of 
the Second World War, Britain and the USA still accepted 
only very limited numbers of Jewish immigrants into their 
countries. This, together with a general sense among 
Holocaust survivors that Jews would only be safe in their 
own homeland, meant that Palestine became their main 
hope. As a result, the Jews numbered 32 per cent of the 
total population in 1947. 

During these years the Jews acquired more land by 
purchase from the Arabs: 


e In 1918 the Jews owned 2 per cent of the land. 


e In 1935 they owned about 5.5 per cent of the land 
(equivalent to 12 per cent of the cultivable land). 


e By 1947 they owned 6 per cent of the land. 
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1.13 The UN Partition Plan (1947) 


1.13 The UN Partition Plan (1947) 


In 1947 the British government announced that it intended 
to give up the Mandate and to hand the whole problem of 
Palestine over to the United Nations (the successor to the 
League of Nations). 

A special commission of the UN in 1947 made detailed 
recommendations for the creation of two separate states: 


e A Jewish state, which would cover 56 per cent of the 
land and include an Arab population of 42 per cent. 


e An Arab state, which would include the remaining 44 
per cent of the land, with 749,101 Arabs and 9,520 
Jews. 


e Jerusalem, and the area surrounding it, would become 
an ‘international zone’. 


The UN General Assembly approved the Partition Plan by a 
vote of 33 to 13 with 10 abstentions, largely through the 
influence of the USA. 

While the Jews in Palestine appeared to accept the plan 
initially (although many Jewish leaders, including Ben- 
Gurion, had aspirations for a much larger Jewish state), the 
Palestinian Arabs totally rejected it. This was partly because 
it was felt that the plan was imposed without consultation, 
and partly because the division of the land seemed unfair 
and to the advantage of the Jews. It was also seen to be in 
contravention of the UN Charter, which enshrined principles 
of ‘equality and self-determination of peoples’. Civil war 
broke out, with both sides increasing their terrorist 
activities. 

These were the most well publicized episodes in a series 
of attacks and counter-attacks, random killings, and military 
operations which cost several thousand lives: 


e On 9 April 1948, the Irgun, the Jewish underground 
group, killed over a hundred Arab men, women, and 
children in the village of Deir Yassin, south-west of 
Jerusalem (see 2.7). 


e On 12 April 1948, as a reprisal for Deir Yassin, the Arabs 
attacked a convoy travelling to the Hadassah Hospital 
north-east of Jerusalem and killed seventy-seven Jewish 
doctors, nurses, university teachers, and students (see 
2.7). 


1.14 The founding of the State of Israel (1948) 


When the British Mandate ended on 14 May 1948, Dr Chaim 
Weizmann raised the flag of David and proclaimed the new 


State of Israel. 

The Arabs had no plans for establishing the Arab state 
called for by the UN Partition Plan. Within hours of the 
creation of the State of Israel, therefore, Arab forces from 
Jordan, Syria, Egypt, Lebanon, and Irag launched attacks. 
Despite public rhetoric, their underlying motives were 
probably not to destroy the nascent state of Israel, a task 
which they knew to be beyond them, but either to take land 
for themselves or to prevent the establishment of a 
Palestinian state. In the fighting which followed during the 
next seven months, the Jewish forces defeated the Arab 
armies and took over large areas in the north (Galilee) and 
the south (the Negev), which, according to the Partition 
Plan, should have formed part of the Arab state. Jordan 
annexed the West Bank (including East Jerusalem) in 
accordance with a secret agreement reached between King 
Abdullah of Jordan and Golda Meir in November 1947. The 
King had agreed not to prevent the establishment of the 
Jewish state, and in return the Jews would not prevent him 
from making the West Bank part of Jordan. Gaza came 
under the trusteeship of Egypt. 
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1.14 Israel after the war of 1948-49 


Around 750,000 (i.e. over 80 per cent of the Arab 
population which would have been within the State of Israel) 
left or were driven from their homes, and became refugees, 
in a process that would today be called ethnic cleansing. 
Around 360 Arab villages and 14 Arab towns within the 
borders of Israel were destroyed. Jerusalem was divided, 
with the old, walled city including the holy sites falling under 
Arab rule, and West Jerusalem being held by the Jews. The 
ceasefire lines of January 1949 became de facto 
international borders. By the time of the ceasefire, Israel 
had occupied 78 per cent of the land (i.e. one-third more 
than had been allocated in the Partition Plan). 

About 156,000 Arabs remained within the State of Israel. 
Those who left became refugees - in Gaza, the West Bank, 
Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon. These countries found it difficult 


to assimilate them, and they and the refugees themselves 
no doubt hoped that they would one day be able to return to 
their homes. This created the Palestinian refugee problem, 
which has never been resolved. 


1.15 Conflicts between 1948 and 1991 


Suez (October 1956) 


The nationalization of the Suez Canal by President Nasser of 
Egypt in 1956 created an international crisis, which gave 
Israel the opportunity to attack Egypt in order to stop cross- 
border terrorist attacks that had taken place. 

After concluding a secret treaty with Britain and France, 
Israel invaded Sinai on 29 October 1956, and in less than a 
week took the whole of Sinai. Britain and France then 
launched an airborne attack on the Suez Canal. 

As a result of strong pressure from America, however, 
Britain and France were forced to withdraw their forces, and 
Israel agreed to withdraw from Sinai after receiving 
assurances that Egypt would not attack Israel or interfere 
with Israeli shipping in the Gulf of Aqaba. 

Sometime between 1957 and 1962 the Palestinian 
Liberation Organization (Fatah) was founded, under the 
leadership of Yasser Arafat, with the aim of seeking justice 
for the Palestinians and dismantling ‘the Zionist entity’. 


The Six Day War (June 1967) 

By the end of 1966 the clashes between Israel and its Arab 
neighbours had reached serious proportions. Condemnation 
of these incidents by the UN Security Council had little 
effect. 

On 23 May 1967, President Nasser of Egypt closed the 
Gulf of Aqaba to shipping. Israel interpreted this as an act of 
war. Goaded on by propaganda from other Arab countries, 
especially Syria, and misled by information from Russia, 
Nasser requested the UN to withdraw its emergency forces 


from the border between Israel and Egypt in Sinai, and 
moved Egyptian forces up to the border. 

In order to forestall any Arab attack, Israel struck first 
and destroyed most of the Egyptian air force while it was 
still on the ground at its airbases. In less than a week Israel 
occupied the whole of Sinai, the Gaza Strip, the West Bank 
(including the Old City of Jerusalem), and the Golan Heights. 
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1.15a Israel and the Occupied Territories after the 
Six-Day War (1967) 


The UN Security Council Resolution 242 of 22 November 


1967 called on Israel to withdraw from territories occupied 
in the 1967 war: 


The Security Council, 


Expressing its continuing concern with the grave 
situation in the Middle East, 


Emphasizing the inadmissibility of the acquisition of 
territory by war and the need to work for a just and 
lasting peace in which every state in the area can live 
in security, 


Emphasizing further that all member states in their 
acceptance of the Charter of the United Nations have 
undertaken a commitment to act in accordance with 
Article 2 of the Charter, 


1. Affirms that the fulfilment of Charter principles 
requires the establishment of a just and lasting peace 
in the Middle East which should include the 
application of both the following principles: 


(i) Withdrawal of Israeli armed forces from territories 
occupied in the recent conflict; 


(ii) Termination of all claims or states of belligerency 
and respect for and acknowledgment of the 
sovereignty, territorial integrity and political 
independence of every state in the area and their 
right to live in peace within secure and recognized 
boundaries free from threats or acts of force. 


2. Affirms further the necessity... for achieving a just 
settlement of the refugee problem... 


Some Israeli Jews argued at the time that Israel should 
withdraw from the occupied territories because of the 
difficulty of controlling the majority Arab population. Very 
soon, however, the leadership opted for delaying tactics, 
and successive governments have refused to comply with 
the Resolution and have encouraged the building of 
settlements on the land it had occupied. 


It is significant that the Resolution includes a clear call 
for both Israeli withdrawal and a recognition of Israel’s right 
to exist. Despite this, immediately after the 1967 war, Israel 
annexed East Jerusalem and some neighbouring West Bank 
areas near Bethlehem and included them in an enlarged 
Jerusalem, in contravention of international law, which 
forbids the annexation of occupied territory. This annexation 
was enshrined in the Basic Law of the State of Israel in July 
1980. It should also be noted that although this is one of the 
UN resolutions to which Palestinians have referred 
repeatedly in recent years, it was not until 1988 that the 
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) formally accepted its 
principles. 


The October/Yom Kippur War (1973) 

Motivated primarily by the desire to recover land lost in 
1967, the Egyptian army crossed the Suez Canal on 6 
October 1973 in a surprise attack and succeeded in 
penetrating some distance into Sinai. The Israeli counter- 
attack, however, resulted in the encirclement of a large part 
of the Egyptian army, and a ceasefire came into effect on 24 
October. A simultaneous Syrian attack on the Golan Heights 
was also unsuccessful. Through its Resolution 338 of 22 
October 1978, the UN Security Council called on all parties 
concerned to start negotiations ‘aimed at establishing a just 
and durable peace in the Middle East’. 

Although Egypt did not achieve its aim of recovering 
Sinai, the psychological effect of the initial victory in the war 
enabled President Sadat to make his historic visit to 
Jerusalem in 1977 to propose a peace plan with Israel. 

This initiative culminated in the Camp David Treaty of 
1978, in which Israel, Egypt and the USA agreed that: 


e Israel would withdraw from Sinai. 


e Israel and Egypt would seek to normalize relations. 


e These agreements would be ‘linked’ informally with 
negotiations between Israel and Egypt which would 
lead to ‘full autonomy’ for the Palestinians in the West 
Bank and the Gaza Strip. 


The treaty with Egypt has lasted until today, removing for 
Israel any threat of attack from Egypt. The agreement 
concerning the West Bank and Gaza was never 
implemented. One further significant result of the Camp 
David Treaty was that Egypt began to loosen its ties with 
Russia and to ally itself much more closely with the USA. 


The invasions of Lebanon (1978 and 1982) 

The year 1977 marked a highly significant turning point in 
Israeli politics when, after decades of Labour domination, 
the right-wing Likud party was elected under Menachem 
Begin. It maintained its dominant position for most of the 
time until 2005. 

In March 1978 the Israeli army invaded southern Lebanon 
in an attempt to crush the Palestinian forces which were 
using it as a base to launch attacks across the border into 
Israel. The Israelis withdrew in June 1978 as a result of 
strong pressure from the United Nations. But instead of 
turning over all occupied territory to the UN forces, it 
established a buffer zone in the south under the control of 
Lebanese Christian militia. 
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1.15b Israel today 


On 6 June 1982 the Israeli army launched a full-scale 
invasion of Lebanon in order to remove PLO forces and 
ensure the security of Israel’s northern border. Beirut was 
besieged for two months before the exodus of the PLO 
militia and leadership. This was followed by the Israeli 
army’s entry into West Beirut and the massacre of 
Palestinian civilians by Lebanese Christian militia in the 
camps of Sabra and Shatila, for which Israel was held 
indirectly responsible. The Israeli army withdrew later in the 
year, but maintained control over a ten-mile strip in the 
south of the country. 


The declaration concerning Jerusalem (1980) and the 
annexation of the Golan Heights (1981) 


In August 1980 the Israeli Knesset declared Jerusalem to be 
‘the eternal and undivided capital’ of Israel. From now on 
the West Bank would be called ‘Judea and Samaria’. 

In December 1981 it passed a bill officially annexing the 
Golan Heights. 


The First Intifada (‘Uprising’) (December 1987- 
September 1993) 

This movement among the Palestinians in the Occupied 
Territories began as a spontaneous upsurge of protest 
against twenty years of Israeli occupation. Children and 
young people took to the streets throwing stones and petrol 
bombs at Israeli soldiers, and a general strike was called. 
Over a six-year period Israel responded with great force, 
and at least 1,095 Palestinians were killed by Israel’s 
security forces, and 43 by civilians, mostly settlers. More 
than 20,000 Palestinians were injured by bullets or 
truncheons. 

This was the context in which Hamas (The Islamic 
Resistance Movement) came into being in 1988 as a 
resistance movement protesting against Israeli occupation. 
The Intifada forced the majority in Israel to realize that the 
situation on the West Bank could not continue indefinitely. It 
was therefore an important factor in triggering the peace 
process, which began with the Madrid Conference in 1991. 


Declaration of the State of Palestine (November 
1988) 

At a meeting in Algiers the Palestinian National Council 
proclaimed a Declaration of Independence, thereby setting 
up the putative state of ‘Palestine’ in the occupied 
territories. At around the same time King Hussein of Jordan 
renounced his claim to the Palestinian West Bank and 
recognized the PLO as ‘the sole legitimate representative of 
the Palestinian people’. 


This declaration, together with subsequent statements 
made by Yasser Arafat, amounted to a recognition of the 
existence of the State of Israel within its pre-1967 borders, 
an acceptance of the principle of partition, a recognition of 
the ‘two-state solution’, and a renunciation of ‘terrorism in 
all its forms’. Shortly afterwards fifty-five countries 
recognized the Palestinian state. 

The Israeli government responded in April 1989 with its 
own proposal of ‘free and democratic elections’ among the 
Palestinians on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, which 
would eventually lead to ‘a transitional period of self-rule’. 


Invasion of Kuwait and the Gulf War (August 1990- 
February 1991) 

On 2 August 1990 the Iragi army, under the orders of the 
Iraqi leader, Saddam Hussein, invaded Kuwait, partly 
because of long-standing border grievances and partly 
because of Kuwait’s recent policy on oil production. But it 
was widely thought that Iraq’s ultimate objective was to 
dominate the Gulf region, unite the Arabs, and harness their 
economic resources in the struggle against Israel. 

Arafat’s support for the Iraqi invasion damaged the 
Palestinian cause for many years. People found it hard to 
understand how the leader of a movement that protested so 
strongly against what it saw as the illegal occupation of the 
West Bank by Israel should approve of the occupation of 
Kuwait. It seems that Palestinians saw Saddam Hussein as 
the only strong man in the region with the military power to 
confront Israel and the courage to stand up to the USA and 
the rest of the world. 

The UN Security Council called on Irag to withdraw, 
enforcing strong economic sanctions at the same time. After 
some time Saddam Hussein offered to do so, provided the 
Western powers agreed to link an Iraqi withdrawal from 
Kuwait with a withdrawal of Israeli forces from the West 
Bank and to convene an international conference to settle 


the Arab-Israeli conflict. The five permanent members of 
the UN Security Council refused to accept any linkage of this 
kind, on the grounds that it would reward Saddam Hussein 
for his aggression against Kuwait. 

Early in November 1990 President Bush ordered a 
massive increase in US forces in Saudi Arabia, and twenty- 
eight different countries, including Britain, France, Egypt, 
and Syria, joined this multinational force. Iraq refused to 
back down, and when the UN deadline expired on 15 
January, the allies prepared to launch their attack. In 
‘Operation Desert Storm’, the Iraqi army was forced to 
withdraw and Kuwait was liberated. 

A few weeks after the defeat of Iraq, President George 
Bush told the US Congress, ‘The time has come to put an 
end to the Arab-Israeli conflict.” The Gulf War therefore 
proved to be a further factor triggering the peace process. 


1.16 The peace process from 1991 to 2001 


Madrid (1991) 


An American initiative led by the President, George Bush 
Snr, and his Secretary of State, James Baker, led to the 
convening of a three-day conference in Madrid, 30 October- 
1 November, 1991. Because of Israeli reluctance to 
recognize the PLO, the Palestinian representatives were 
included as members of the Jordanian delegation, but were 
able to operate independently, consulting continuously with 
the PLO leadership in Tunis. Discussion centred round UN 
resolutions 242 and 338 and the ‘land for peace’ formula, 
and the two sides agreed to continue discussions in the 
following months. Extremist Palestinian groups like Hamas 
and Islamic Jihad denounced the whole process as a ‘sell-out 
of Palestine’. 


Oslo Peace Accord (1993) and the ‘Interim 
Agreement’, Oslo II (1995) 


While the Madrid process was continuing, secret talks began 
in December 1992 and continued in the coming months with 
the mediation of the Norwegian government. Together they 
worked out a ‘Declaration of Principles on Interim Self- 
Government Arrangements’, and the agreement was signed 
by Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and Yasser Arafat in 
the presence of Bill Clinton on the lawn of the White House 
in Washington on 13 September 1993. One major advance 
here was that Israel for the first time recognized the PLO as 
a representative of the Palestinians, while the PLO, in 
accordance with decisions taken in 1988, recognized Israel’s 
right to exist, committing itself to a peaceful resolution of 
the conflict. Discussions over the status of Jerusalem, 
however, and the right of return of Palestinian refugees 
were postponed to a future date. 

According to the ‘Interim Agreement’, which came into 
effect in September 1995, the occupied territories were 
divided into three different areas: 


e Area A (which included Gaza and Jericho) was to be 
controlled solely by the Palestinian Authority. 


e Area B would be controlled jointly by Israel and the 
Palestinian Authority. 


e Area C (the remaining 72 per cent) was to be controlled 
solely by Israel. 


There was an understanding that this would be followed by 
gradual Israeli withdrawal and a handing over of powers to 
the Palestinians. 

Strong opposition to the Oslo agreement among 
Palestinians, who feared that Israel’s temporary occupation 
of most of the West Bank would become permanent, led to 
an upsurge of terrorism. There was also opposition among 
Jews, and in February 1994 Baruch Goldstein killed twenty- 


nine Muslim worshippers in the main mosque in Hebron. 
Arafat came to Gaza on 1 July 1994 and made it the 
headquarters of the Palestine Authority. The following year, 
on 4 November 1995, Yitzhak Rabin was assassinated by a 
Jewish extremist who was bitterly opposed to any 
concessions to the Palestinians. Partly as a result of Rabin’s 
murder, in the elections the following year, 1996, Benjamin 
Netanyahu, the new leader of the right-wing Likud party, 
was elected as prime minister and included in his cabinet 
many who were opposed to the Oslo process. 

Since then both sides have accused each other of failing 
to implement their promises according to the agreed 
timetable: the Palestinians have accused the Israeli 
government of dragging its feet over the withdrawals and of 
increasing settlement building in East Jerusalem in Area C, 
while Israel has accused the Palestinian Authority from time 
to time of continuing to allow terrorist attacks against Jewish 
targets. During Netanyahu’s time as prime minister from 
1996 to 1999, government opposition to the idea of an 
independent Palestinian state gave the impression to the 
Palestinians that Israel was doing all it could to halt the 
peace process. 


The Israeli-Jordanian Peace Treaty (1994) 

After secret talks between the Israeli government and King 

Hussein, a ‘Treaty of Peace’ was signed on 26 October 1994 
by the Prime Minister of Jordan, the prime minister of Israel 

(Rabin), President Clinton, and the Russian Foreign Minister. 
Both Israel and Jordan recognized each other’s right ‘to live 
in peace within secure and recognized boundaries’. 


The Al-Aqsa or Second Intifada (October 2000-2003) 
In elections in 1999 Netanyahu’s government was defeated 
by Ehud Barak who promised to pursue the peace process 
with great vigour. 


In July 2000 President Clinton hosted the Israeli Prime 
Minister, Ehud Barak, and Arafat for talks at Camp David in 
order to prepare for some kind of final status agreement 
between the two sides, but they failed to reach an 
agreement. The Israeli interpretation, largely supported by 
Clinton, was that the Palestinians had refused very generous 
concessions offered by Israel. The Palestinian interpretation 
was that while some concessions were being offered by 
Israel - verbally but never in writing - they were not 
substantial enough to meet Palestinian demands for a 
viable, contiguous state with East Jerusalem as its capital, 
and amounted to a humiliating defeat for the Palestinians. It 
would seem that Barak did offer substantial concessions 
(including Arab East Jerusalem, in recognition of the 
Palestinian need for Jerusalem as its capital). Some believe, 
however, that the Israeli Knesset would in any case never 
have been able to ratify unprecedented concessions of this 
kind. The sticking point seems to have been the Old City of 
Jerusalem. Barak could not offer it, and Arafat could not 
renounce the Palestinian claim to it. 

The failure of the Camp David Talks created the context 
in which Ariel Sharon, as leader of the right-wing Likud 
party, visited al-Haram al-Sharif, the Dome of the Rock on 
the Temple Mount in Jerusalem on 28 September 2000. He 
was accompanied by around 1,000 police officers, and 
declared his determination that Israel would never give up 
its claims to the Temple Mount. It is probable that Barak 
discouraged Sharon but wasn’t able to prevent him from 
making this gesture. The Palestinians and many others 
interpreted Sharon’s visit as an act of extreme provocation. 
This event sparked off the Second Intifada, the so-called Al- 
Aqsa Intifada, in which Palestinians took to the streets in 
protests which became more and more violent in the 
ensuing months with a series of suicide bombings which 
caused the deaths of many Israeli civilians. 


By the end of November 2001, 862 Palestinians had been 
killed and around 25,000 injured; 239 Israelis had been 
killed and around 800 injured. Hamas activists engaged in 
terrorist attacks on Jewish settlements. Israel kept up the 
pressure on the Palestinians by restricting their movement, 
demolishing houses, closing Israeli borders to Palestinians 
working in Israel, invading areas controlled by the 
Palestinian Authority, and assassinating Palestinians 
suspected of involvement in terrorism. 


Taba (January 2001) 

At a meeting convened at Taba in Sinai, the Israeli and 
Palestinian negotiators discussed proposals put forward by 
President Clinton and came quite close to agreeing a 
formula for resolving the main areas of disagreement. But 
this could never be implemented. The new right-wing Israeli 
government elected in February 2001 under Ariel Sharon 
was unwilling to accept the concessions that had been 
made and refused to negotiate with the Palestinians until 
they ended their violence. 


1.17 Developments since 2002 


The Arab League Proposals (March 2002) 


In March 2002 Arab League members met in Beirut and 
unanimously agreed on a comprehensive peace initiative to 
end the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians. The 
initiative, which ended years of Arab rejectionism and which 
many regard as one of most important contributions to the 
peace process, was supported by the Palestinian Authority. 
It called for the complete withdrawal of Israel from territory 
occupied in 1967, ‘a just solution’ for Palestinian refugees, 
and the creation of an ‘independent and sovereign 
Palestinian state’ with East Jerusalem as its capital. In 
return, Arab states would agree a permanent peace with 
Israel. Israel rejected the initiative out of hand, ostensibly 


because of concern that a ‘just solution’ of the refugee 
problem would include a right of return to homes from which 
the refugees were displaced in 1948 or 1967. In reality it 
had no intention of giving up large swathes of occupied 
territory, much of which was still in the process of being 
colonized through settlements. 


The Separation Barrier (June 2002) 

Israel began to erect roadblocks all over the West Bank, 
severely restricting the movements of Palestinians, and 
continued its programme of building settlements. It also 
began the construction of a Separation Barrier/Wall in order 
to deter Palestinian suicide bombers attacking within Israel. 
This barrier is, in some places, a concrete wall around nine 
metres high, and in other places is a wire fence. In many 
places it cuts into Palestinian territory by several miles and 
divides Palestinians from their fields, schools, and hospitals. 
While Israel claims that the roadblocks and the Barrier have 
reduced suicide attacks, Palestinians claim that they amount 
to a land grab by creating facts on the ground. Furthermore, 
Palestinians say that they made their own decision to stop 
the suicide attacks, and that if they wanted to start them 
again, the suicide bombers would not be deterred by the 
Separation Barrier. In July 2004 the International Court of 
Justice at the Hague declared that the construction of the 
Separation Barrier was in breach of international law. It also 
found that ‘the Israeli settlements in the Occupied 
Territories (including East Jerusalem) have been established 
in breach of international law.’ 


The Quartet (April 2003) 

The Quartet (consisting of the USA, the European Union, 
Russia, and the United Nations) put forward its Road Map for 
Peace, which called for: 


1. An end to all violence, Israeli withdrawal from areas 
occupied during the Intifada, and a freeze on all 
settlement activity. 


2. Creation of a provisional Palestinian state by the end 
of 2003. 


3. Negotiation before the end of 2005 of a final 
agreement based on the two-state model that would 
resolve all outstanding issues and end the conflict. 


While the Quartet has issued many calls for cooperation 
from both sides, it has done little to reduce the tension or to 
bring the two sides together. 


Sharon’s withdrawal from Gaza (August 2005) 

Israel under the leadership of Ariel Sharon completed a 
unilateral withdrawal of 9,000 settlers from 21 settlements 
they had established in Gaza, leaving it under the control of 
the Palestinian Authority. While describing this as a 
generous gesture towards the Palestinians, Sharon used the 
withdrawal to close down the peace process and to 
strengthen his claim to hold on to most of the settlements 
on the West Bank. After the withdrawal, Israel remained in 
complete control of the borders of the Gaza Strip, all exits to 
Israel, and all its natural resources. Under international law, 
it still retains its responsibilities as an occupying power 
responsible for the well-being of the people of Gaza. 


Conflicts between Hamas and Fatah (January 2006) 
Hamas won the elections for the Palestinian Legislative 
Council and formed a government, later including members 
of Fatah. These are the main differences between the two 
movements: 


1. While Hamas has generally been unwilling to 
recognize the State of Israel and has adopted more 


confrontational strategies towards it, Fatah has been 
willing to recognize Israel and even to work closely 
with it, e.g. over security issues. 


2. While Hamas has sought to base its ideology and 
strategies on an explicitly Islamic basis, Fatah has 
presented itself as a liberation movement and not put 
any emphasis on the role of religion. 


Although Hamas was elected through democratic processes 
that were free and fair as observed by EU monitors, the EU 
and the USA have refused to accept it as the legitimate 
representative of the Palestinian people until it recognizes 
the State of Israel and renounces violence. Furthermore the 
EU cut off all aid to Gaza, and this not only had dire 
consequences for the people of Gaza, but also helped to 
radicalize Hamas. 


Lebanon War (July - August 2006) 

On 12 July Hizbollah militants from Lebanon attacked an 
Israeli patrol within Israel, killing three Israeli soldiers and 
capturing two. In response, the Israeli Defence Forces 
invaded south Lebanon in order, as they claimed, to recover 
its kidnapped soldiers and to defeat Hizbollah. During the 
fighting, which lasted for 34 days, targets were attacked 
throughout Lebanon, and Hizbollah fired many rockets into 
northern Israel. Around 500 Hizbollah militants, 121 Israeli 
soldiers, and at least 1,000 Lebanese civilians were killed. 
The fighting ended with a United Nations Security Council 
resolution on 11 August. 


The rule of Hamas in Gaza (June 2007) 

Following tensions between the two parties, Hamas seized 
power from Fatah in the Gaza Strip. Since then Mahmoud 
Abbas’s Fatah government has had control only over the 
West Bank, and the Palestinian movement has remained 


bitterly divided between the two parties. Israel started its 
blockade of Gaza as a response to Hamas’s election victory, 
severely restricting people and supplies entering or leaving 
Gaza. 


Gaza War (December 2008 - January 2009) 

For several years Palestinians had been firing rockets from 
Gaza across the border into southern Israel, causing a 
number of casualties. At the same time Israel had been 
carrying out targeted assassinations within Gaza. A 
ceasefire had been agreed by both sides in June 2008, but 
was broken when Israel attacked Hamas leaders in 
November. Israel launched its attack on 28 December in 
order to destroy the power of Hamas and put an end to the 
rockets being fired into Israel. During the fighting, which 
lasted 22 days, 13 Israeli soldiers and more than 1,400 
Palestinians, mostly civilians, were killed. 


Obama’s peace efforts (from June 2009) 

Between 2009 and 2014 the USA launched several 
initiatives that raised hopes that a final resolution of the 
conflict might be achieved. Palestinians have been angered 
by the building of new settlements, which they see as a 
violation of previous agreements, and by the feeling that a 
settlement is being imposed on them. They have taken their 
own initiatives - such as their application in 2013 for 
observer status at the UN. 


Gaza War (8 July - 26 August 2014) 

The brutal murder of three young Jewish settlers by 
Palestinians outside a settlement on the West Bank in June 
2014 was blamed by Israel on Hamas. In response, the 
Israeli Defence Force launched Operation Brother’s Keeper 
in the search for the murderers, raiding thousands of 
Palestinian homes, leaving hundreds of thousands under 
curfew, and arresting around 500 Palestinians on the West 


Bank. Several Palestinians were murdered and 120 injured. 
Hamas responded by firing hundreds of rockets from Gaza. 

Israel’s response in Operation Protective Edge included 
heavy aerial bombardment and a ground invasion. It was 
intended to stop the rocket fire and destroy the networks of 
underground tunnels that had been built under the border. 
In the course of the fighting, around 1,462 Palestinians were 
killed; 66 Israeli soldiers and 5 Israeli civilians were also 
killed. Large residential areas of Gaza were left completely 
devastated, and at least 100,000 were made homeless. The 
Israeli government consistently asserted its right to self- 
defence and justified its actions as a proportionate response 
to terrorism against civilians in Israel. 

The United Nations Independent Commission of Inquiry 
on the conflict reported on 29 June 2015 that it had 
‘gathered substantial information pointing to the possible 
commission of war crimes by both Israel and Palestinian 
armed groups.’ The chair of the Commission said, ‘The 
extent of the devastation and human suffering in Gaza was 
unprecedented and will impact generations to come,’ 
adding that ‘there is also an ongoing fear in Israel among 
communities who come under regular threat.’ 
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1.17b The main Palestinian towns and Jewish 
settlements in the West Bank (1967-2008) 


1.18 Different interpretations of the facts 


Telling the basic story is a vital part of the enquiry for those 
who have very sketchy or one-sided ideas about the conflict 
over the land. The next step is to recognize how the same 
history is understood by different people. Some of the main 
differences between Jewish and Arab interpretations of the 
past and more recent history can be outlined as follows: 


The earlier history 


e The Jews say their ancestors first settled in Palestine 
some time between the twentieth and eighteenth 
centuries sc. 


= The Palestinian Arabs say they have been living in 
Palestine since at least the seventh century a, and that 
they are racially mixed since their ancestors include 
Canaanites, Crusaders, and even Jews. 


e The Jews say that the kingdom which lasted from the 
tenth century sc (under David) to the sixth century sc 
was the only independent nation-state which had ever 
existed in the land (i.e. before 1948). 


= The Palestinians say that if we accept claims that are 
based on possession of the land centuries ago, then 
Mexico would have a right to parts of the USA, the 
Spaniards could claim Mexico, and the Arabs could claim 
Spain. The existence of ancient kingdoms cannot lead to 
a denial of basic rights of freedom and self-determination 
today. 


e The Jews say that although many of their ancestors 
were driven out of Palestine by the Romans in ap 135, 
groups of Jews remained in several centres in the land 
and have continued to live there right up to the present 
time. There was a regular flow of pilgrims and 
immigrants from Jewish communities in Europe. 


= The Palestinian Arabs do not deny this - and they add that 
for 1,300 years there was hardly any friction between 
these small Jewish communities and their Arab 
neighbours within Palestine. Indeed for decades prior to 
the creation of the State of Israel in 1948 the Jews of the 
Holy Land regarded themselves as Palestinian Jews. 


The Zionist movement 


e The Jews say that since 1882 they have constituted a 
majority in the city of Jerusalem. 


= The Arabs point out that in the whole of Palestine the 
number of Jews in 1880 was 24,000, which amounted to 
approximately 5 per cent of the total population. In 1900 
they were still less than 10 per cent. 


e The Jews argue that when they started returning to 
Palestine from the 1880s onwards, they came in 
peacefully and acquired land by legal purchase. 


= The Arabs bitterly regret that land was often sold to Jews 
out of purely selfish motives. They also point out that 
much of the land was sold by absentee landlords living 
outside the land, many of whom were not Arabs, and that 
much of the land now owned by Jews was not acquired 
by legal purchase, but by expropriation or by war. 


e The Jews say that in settling in Palestine they had the 
approval of the Turkish government up to 1918, then 
the League of Nations, and finally of the British 
government, which was responsible for Palestine under 
the Mandate from 1920 to 1948. 


= The Arabs point to historical documents which prove 
beyond doubt that during the First World War the British 
government made contradictory promises to the Jews 
and the Arabs. While assuring the Jews that they 
approved of the idea of a Jewish homeland in Palestine 
(the Balfour Declaration), they were at the same time 
secretly promising to help the Arabs to establish their 
own independent state or states after the collapse of the 
Turkish empire (the McMahon-Hussein Correspondence). 
Moreover, although the Balfour Declaration and the 
League of Nations’ Mandate included safeguards to 
protect the civil and political rights of the non-Jewish 
population, all the promises made to the Arabs were 
subsequently broken. 


e After centuries of anti-Semitism and persecution which 
led eventually to the killing of 6 million Jews under the 
Nazis in Germany, European Jews had to find a refuge - 
and Palestine was the obvious place to choose, because 
of all that the land had meant to them in the past. 


= The Arabs insist that at first they welcomed the Jewish 
immigrants, and lived peacefully alongside them for 
many years. They only began to be more hostile when 
they realized that many of the immigrants were seeking 
more land and greater political power. Hostility inevitably 
led to violence, because the Arabs saw that the Jews 
would eventually become a majority and take control of 
the land. The Arabs point out that they were not in any 
way responsible for the persecution of the Jews in 
Europe, and ask why they should have to suffer for the 
crimes of Europe. 


e The Jews say: ‘We have a right to the land because of 
all we have invested in it; we have drained the swamps 


m 


and made the desert “blossom like a rose”. 


= The Palestinians say: ‘Since when has an argument like 
this been accepted in a court of law as a valid claim to 
ownership? Moreover before the Zionist immigration, the 
Palestinians had their own rural economy, and this 
expanded considerably in the first decades of the 
twentieth century.’ 


Since 1947 


e ‘Israel took the opportunity provided by the 1947 UN 
Partition Plan to create the State of Israel. The 
Palestinians could have created a Palestinian state at 
the same time, but failed to do so and tried to destroy 
the Jewish state. They therefore permanently forfeited 
the right to have a Palestinian state.’ 


= ‘There were good and understandable reasons for their 
refusal at the time, and they believed that there were 
other ways of dealing with the situation that had 
developed. The 1947 Partition Plan was not the preferred 
option for the Palestinians at the time, but it still provides 
a basis for the Palestinian claim at the present time.’ 


e ‘In the fighting before and after the establishment of 
Israel in May 1948, many Arabs were encouraged by 
their leaders to leave.’ 


‘This myth - along with many of the other founding myths 
of Israel - has been exploded by Israeli Jewish historians 
who have documented the process of ethnic cleansing, 
based on the concept of “transfer”, which was intended 
to leave as few Arabs as possible within the new state.’ 


e ‘In May 1948 the new state was attacked by the armies 
of neighbouring Arab countries who were determined to 
prevent the establishment of the state.’ 


a ‘In fact the Palestinians were victims of the rivalries 
between Arab states, who were more interested in 
preventing the establishment of a Palestinian state than 
in destroying Israel.’ 


e ‘Israel has won all the wars it has fought. Should we 
feel guilty for winning?’ 


= ‘It is not just a matter of winning but of all the injustices 
that have been committed in the process. And if there is 
ever to be peace, the victors have to make significant 
concession and not impose a settlement on the weaker 


party.’ 


e ‘The Arabs have been responsible for starting all the 
conflicts since 1948 - as in 1956 and 1967.’ 


a ‘In several of the conflicts it was Israel that provoked the 
Palestinians in order to give themselves justification for a 
pre-emptive strike and securing more land. Many Israelis 
still hold on to the goal of a Greater Israel.’ 


Since 1967 


e ‘Israel felt compelled to build settlements and roads on 
the West Bank and Gaza for security reasons and to 
settle new immigrants from Russia. Only Israel knows 
what it needs to do to ensure its own security. It is vital 
that Israel continues to control the Jordan Valley and 
the border with Jordan.’ 


= ‘Israel continues to occupy the West Bank, East Jerusalem, 
and Gaza (which it has blockaded since 2007) in defiance 
of international law and UN resolutions. It has been 
creating facts on the ground in order to make it 
impossible for any Palestinian state to be created, or to 
make it as small and as weak as possible. Palestinians 
find it hard to understand why Israel seems to be the 
only country in the world that refuses to carry out UN 
resolutions and yet is allowed to get away with it.’ 


e ‘The Arabs have shown that they are not interested in 
the peace process, and that most of them would like to 
destroy the Jewish state.’ 


= ‘When the Arabs have at many different stages put out 
feelers and wanted to make peace, successive Israeli 
governments have turned a deaf ear. They wanted to 
maintain the hostility in the hope of eventually gaining 
more territory. They can either have land or peace - they 
cannot have both.’ 


e ‘Many Israeli Jews believe that force is the only 
language that the Arabs understand.’ 


= ‘The only way for Israel to be secure in the long term is to 
make peace with the Palestinians and the Arabs.’ 


e ‘Palestinian leaders say in public that they recognize 
the State of Israel. But if ever a Palestinian state is 
created, they will use it as a base from which to drive 
the Israelis into the sea.’ 


= ‘From the very beginning Zionist leaders like Herzl, 
Weizmann, and Ben-Gurion said one thing in public and 
another thing in private. Many Westerners misunderstand 
the rhetoric of Arab and Muslim leaders: they are not 
calling for the slaughter of Jews in Israel, but for the 
dismantling of the Zionist state.’ 


Religion, identity, and security 


e Jews all over the world have always thought of biblical 
Palestine as their ancestral homeland, and at Passover 
each year have continually expressed the hope that 
they will meet ‘next year in Jerusalem’. 


= The Arabs insist that Palestine has a special significance 
for all of the three monotheistic religions - Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam - and that most of the world 
refuses to understand or to recognize the special place 
that Palestine has for Muslims and Islam. Jews have no 
right to make exclusive claims to sovereignty. 


e ‘Palestinians, Arabs, and Muslims have in recent years 
been using Islam in their conflict with Israel, and the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict has turned into the Israeli- 
Islamic conflict. Extremist Islamic groups - like Hamas, 
Islamic Jihad, and Hizbollah - and countries like Iran are 
determined to destroy the State of Israel.’ 


= ‘If there is fundamentalist Islam, there is also 
fundamentalist Judaism. If there are extremists among 
the Palestinians, there are extremists among the Jews, 
who adopt a thoroughly fundamentalist approach to their 
scriptures and religion. Perhaps it is Israeli intransigence, 
the impotence of the Arabs, and the lack of support from 
the UN and the rest of the world that have driven many 
Palestinians, Arabs, and Muslims towards radical Islam as 
the only source of hope in their despair.’ 


e ‘Jews have had a strong sense of identity for centuries; 
but the idea of a distinct Palestinian identity is a 
comparatively recent invention.’ 


= ‘The Arabs living in Palestine have always been aware that 
they were different from Arabs in other areas and that 
Palestine was a distinct geographical area. From the 
1870s they began to dream of liberation from Turkish 
rule. Nationalism in Europe and Jewish nationalism 
(Zionism) stimulated - but did not create - Palestinian 
nationalism and their sense of a distinct identity as 
Palestinians.’ 


e ‘Jews live with the memories of the Holocaust, and with 
SO many enemies surrounding Israel, have good reason 
to fear that there could be another Holocaust. If the 
Arabs, the Muslim world, and the critics of Israel don’t 
understand the significance of the Holocaust, they 
haven’t begun to understand the genuine fear that 
motivates us.’ 


= ‘The root of the problem goes back many decades before 
the Holocaust. The seeds of the conflict were sown even 
before the First World War, since most of the Zionist 
settlers had no intention of assimilating in the Palestinian 
context and were determined to establish some kind of 
Jewish state in a country where they were still a tiny 
minority. Jews have shamelessly used the Holocaust as a 
justification for their expansionist goals.’ 


The following chapter (‘The Seeds of Conflict: Call the Next 
Witness’) attempts to explore the nature of the conflict in 
more detail. Chapter 3 (‘Asking the Right Questions Today’) 
explores some of the major issues behind these conflicting 
claims. 


CHAPTER 2 


The Seeds of Conflict 
Call the Next Witness 


Two important phenomena of the same nature and yet 
in direct conflict, which have so far escaped all 
attention, are at present developing in the Asiatic part 
of Turkey. They are the awakening of the Arab nation 
and the hidden attempts of Jews to re-establish the 
ancient kingdom of Israel on a very large scale. These 
two movements are destined to be in permanent 
conflict, until one gains the upper hand over the other. 
The fate of the whole world will depend on the 
eventual outcome of the conflict between these two 
peoples who represent two conflicting principles.+ 
Najib Azuri, a Lebanese Christian, writing in 
1905 


Can it be that the dispossessed will keep silent and 
calmly accept what is being done to them? Will they 
not ultimately arise to regain, with physical force, that 
which they are deprived of through the power of gold? 
Will they not seek Justice from the strangers that 
placed themselves over their land?2 

Yitzhak Epstein at the 1905 Zionist Congress 


It was evident twenty years ago [i.e. in 1891] that the 
day would come when the Arabs would stand up 
against us.2 


Ahad Ha’am (Asher Ginsberg), a Jew, writing in 
1911 


By the time World War 1 erupted... the seeds had 
been sown, and the basic outlines of the future 
conflict were evident to a careful observer.4 
Alan Dowty 


There is no example in history of a people saying we 
agree to renounce our country, let another come and 
settle here and outnumber us.2 

David Ben-Gurion, 1944 


... to be a free people in our own land, the land of Zion 
and Jerusalem.® 

‘Hatikvah’, Israeli national anthem; Naftali Herz 
Imber, 1878 


We are doomed to live in a constant state of war with 
the Arabs and there is no escape from sacrifice and 
bloodshed. This is perhaps an undesirable situation, 
but it is a fact. If we are to proceed with our work 
against the wishes of the Arabs we shall have to 
expect such sacrifices.4 

Moshe Dayan, an Israeli Jew, writing in 1968 


The origin of the conflict lies in the settlement of a 
new population on a territory already occupied by a 
people unwilling to accept that settlement. This is as 
undeniable as it is obvious. The settlement may be 
justified in whole or in part; but it cannot be denied. 
Likewise the refusal of the indigenous population to 
accept it may be thought justifiable, or it may not. 
Maxime Rodinson, writing in 1982 


2.1 Anti-Semitism 


What is anti-Semitism? 


‘Attacking Jews simply because they are Jews’ might be the 
simplest possible definition of anti-Semitism. ‘At the heart of 
anti-Semitism,’ says the Oxford academic Brian Klug, ‘is the 
negative stereotype of the Jews: sinister, cunning, parasitic, 
money-grubbing, mysteriously powerful, and so on. Anti- 
semitism consists in projecting this figure onto individual 
Jews, Jewish groups and Jewish institutions.’2 What role 
therefore has it played in this particular conflict? 

Theodor Herzl (1860-1904), the founder of the modern 
Zionist movement, explained his understanding of anti- 
Semitism: 


| understand what anti-Semitism is about. We Jews 
have maintained ourselves, even if through no fault of 
our own, as a foreign body among different nations. In 
the ghetto, we have taken on a number of anti-social 
characteristics... Anti-Semitism is a consequence of 
the emancipation of the Jews. The peoples about us 
who lack a historical understanding... do not see us as 
a historical product... When we came out of the 
ghetto, we were... ‘ghetto Jews’. We should have been 
allowed time to accustom ourselves to freedom.22 


Max Nordau, at the First Zionist Congress in Basle in 1897, 
described the effects of anti-Semitism on Jews in Europe ina 
speech which was later described as ‘a monument of our 
age’: 


Jewish misery has two forms, the material and the 
moral. In Eastern Europe, North Africa and Western 
Asia - in those very regions where the overwhelming 
majority, probably nine-tenths of all Jews, live - there 
the misery of the Jews is to be understood literally. It 
is a daily distress of the body, anxiety for every day 


that follows, a tortured fight for bare existence. In 
Western Europe... the question of bread and shelter, 
and the question of security of life and limb concerns 
them less. There the misery is moral. It takes the form 
of perpetual injury to self-respect and honour and of a 
brutal suppression of the striving for spiritual 
satisfactions which no non-Jew is obliged to deny 
himself. + 


He went on to speak of the pogroms in Eastern Europe in 
the early 1880s: 


[After] a slumber of thirty to sixty years, anti-Semitism 
broke out once more from the innermost depth of the 
nations and his real situation was revealed to the 
mortified Jew... He has lost the home of the ghetto, 
but the land of his birth is denied to him as his home. 
He avoids his fellow Jew because anti-Semitism has 
made him hateful. His countrymen repel him when he 
wishes to associate with them. He has no ground 
under his feet and he has no community to which he 
belongs as a full member. He cannot reckon on his 
Christian countrymen viewing either his character or 
his intentions with justice, let alone with kindly 
feelings. With his Jewish countrymen he has lost 
touch. He feels that the world hates him and he sees 
no place where he can find warmth when he seeks it... 
The emancipated Jew is insecure in his relations 
with his fellow beings, timid with strangers, even 
suspicious of the secret feelings of his friends. His 
best powers are exhausted in the suppression, or at 
least the difficult concealment, of his own real 
character. For he fears that this character might be 
recognized as Jewish, and he never has the 
satisfaction of showing himself as he is in all his 


thoughts and sentiments. He becomes as inner 
cripple.42 


How did Christianity contribute to the growth of anti- 
Semitism? 

Dagobert D. Runes, a Jew, expresses the feelings of many 
Jews who believe that Christianity is largely responsible for 
anti-Semitism: 


Anti-Semitism was born with Christianity; to be sure, 
not with Jesus, a Jew himself, whose followers took 
conviction in His descendancy from the House of 
David, but rather with those who, on the basis of 
sermons flowing from the lips of the gentle Nazarene, 
created an organized church... 

A new era began, the era of Christianity not as the 
solemn teachings of a gentle Jew, but as a powerful 
body of involved edicts, codes and doctrines that 
affected the whole Western world. The nations of the 
Roman empire, without leadership and broken in 
Spirit, submitted to the wishes of the Bishop of Rome, 
all except the Jews. The Jew would not surrender, 
neither in Judea nor in Egypt, neither in Persia nor in 
Libya. Not even in Rome. So the Bishop of Rome, who 
in the fourth century became the master of the souls 
of Europe, put the mark of perfidy on the name and 
title of every Jew in his realm and elsewhere. And this 
blot he willed should remain upon the children and 
children’s children of the House of Israel; and because 
of this stigma, for more than 1,500 years Christians 
have always found it easy to deal with Jews as non- 
beings. Judai monstra sunt. [Jews are monsters. ] 

It was the Bishop of Rome who in the thirteenth 
century directed that the blot which was placed upon 


the Jew should also be carried on his clothing, visible 
to all. 

It was the Bishop of Rome who ordered in the 
fifteenth century that the marked people be confined 
to ghettos so that they might not soil the Christians 
around them. 

It was the Bishop of Rome who used the Crusades 
against the Muslims as an occasion to heap blemish 
upon the Jews. 

It was the Bishop of Rome who was the Spiritual 
head of the auto-da-fe [Inquisition] in which in Spain 
alone 9,000 Jewish patricians were burned ad 
majorem Christi gloriam [for the greater glory of 
Christ]. And in our time, it was the Bishop of Rome 
who refused to utter a single sentence of horror, nay, 
disapproval, of the choking to death by German 
Christians of one million Jewish children and five 
million Jewish women and unarmed men. 

The crucifixion of the Jew Jesus by order of the 
whole Jewish community has been made a 
cornerstone of all Christian theology, supported by the 
implication that in the eyes of God the Jews are for 
ever accursed, and that every Jewish child in your 
town, and every Jewish woman in your town, and 
every man, is a congenital sinner and criminal.42 


Runes quotes the following passages from the writings of 
John Chrysostom, Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, and Martin 
Luther to show how Christians have often been encouraged 
to think about the Jews: 


The Jews are the most worthless of all men - they are 
lecherous, greedy, rapacious - they are perfidious 
murderers of Christians, they worship the devil, their 
religion is a sickness... 


The Jews are the odious assassins of Christ and for 
killing God there is no expiation possible, no 
indulgence or pardon. Christians may never cease 
vengeance, and the Jews must live in servitude for 
ever. God always hated the Jews, and whoever has 
intercourse with Jews will be rejected on Judgment 
Day. It is incumbent upon all Christians to hate the 
Jews. 

John Chrysostom (a0 344-407) 


The true image of the Hebrew is Judas Iscariot, who 
sells the Lord for silver. The Jew can never spiritually 
understand the Scriptures and for ever will bear the 
guilt for the death of Jesus because their fathers killed 
the Saviour. 

Augustine (av 354-430) 


It would be perfectly licit to hold the Jews, because of 
their crucifying the Lord, in perpetual servitude. 
Thomas Aquinas (av 1225-74) 


Set their synagogues on fire, and whatever does not 
burn up should be covered or spread over with dirt so 
that no one may ever be able to see a cinder or stone 
of it... in order that God may see that we are 
Christians... Their homes should likewise be broken 
down and destroyed... They should be put under one 
roof or in a stable, like gypsies, in order that they may 
realize that they are not masters in our land as they 
boast, but miserable captives, as they complain of us 
incessantly before God with bitter wailing... They 
should be deprived of their prayer books and Talmuds, 
in which such idolatry, lies, cursing, and blasohemy 
are taught... their rabbis must be forbidden to teach 
under the threat of death. 

Martin Luther (av 1483-1546) 


What forms did anti-Semitism take in nineteenth- 
century Europe? 

Shlomo Avineri, described as ‘one of Israel’s premier 
political scientists and public intellectuals’, in a recent study 
of the intellectual development of Theodor Herzl, explains 
that his Zionist vision developed out of his awareness of 
how Jews in Europe, in spite of the Enlightenment and the 
French Revolution, had failed to achieve the emancipation 
that they longed for. This anti-Semitism was different from 
the earlier Christian anti-Judaism: 


... Herzl’s long analysis of the failure of emancipation 
and the rise of German and Austrian anti-Semitism... 
led him to his radical conclusions... 

‘In short, the French Revolution’s message to the 
Jews was not a simple message of equality. Similar 
things happened in Germany after 1815, when the 
student fraternities... that led the fight against royal 
absolutism and for the unification of Germany 
expressed a particularly hostile attitude towards the 
Jews. They refused to accept Jews into their ranks on 
the grounds that they were aliens rather than true 
Germans. Ironically, Jewish membership into these 
clubs had not even been an issue until Jews were 
allowed to enrol in the universities at the beginning of 
the nineteenth century. The attitude of these German 
students was one of the first signs that the opening of 
a society in the name of enlightened liberal principles 
could end up producing new kinds of hostility... 

‘The Jew-hatred of the modern age was a novel 
phenomenon, a product of the Enlightenment itself. 
The traditional European opposition to the Jews had 
grown out of the anti-Judaism that was built into 
Christianity. The new enmity towards the Jews had a 
different character, which would later be named by a 


new term - anti-Semitism. It stressed the ethnic and 
racial character of the Jews, not their religion. In came 
in reaction to the fact that the Jews were no longer a 
separate and oppressed religious community living on 
the margins of European Christian society. They were 
now a central component, an inseparable part of 
society. Precisely as such their difference - their 
success, the economic and intellectual talent that was 
seen as part of their nature - was seen as threatening. 
They were considered a menace because they were 
present, because of their influence over the societies 
they lived in, its values and structures. They were a 
peril because they seemed to be the most eager and 
flourishing members in the new elites that had 
emerged in modern industrial society. It was not their 
suffering and weakness that sparked the new hatred - 
it was their success and their power, whether real or 
imagined.’44 


2.2. Zionism 


Why have the Jews felt such a strong attachment to 
the land throughout their history? 


Why is it that Ben-Gurion could say ‘An unbroken tie 
between our people and our land has persisted through all 
these centuries in full force’? 

Denys Baly, an Englishman who lived and worked in 
Palestine for many years before and after the creation of 
Israel in 1948, describes how for many centuries Jews have 
expressed their longing to return to the land: 


The famous cry of hope, ‘Next year in Jerusalem’, 
which year by year is uttered at the feast of the 
Passover is not the only expression of this longing for 
return. Three times a day, at the morning, afternoon 


and evening services the following words are spoken, 
‘Sound the great horn for our freedom; lift up the 
ensign to gather our exiles, and gather us from the 
four corners of the earth. Blessed art thou, O Lord, 
who gatherest the banished ones of the people of 
Israel. Restore our judges as at the first, and our 
counsellors as at the beginning; remove from us 
sorrow and sighing; reign thou over us, O Lord, thou 
alone in loving-kindness, and tender mercy, and 
justify us in judgment. Blessed art thou, O Lord, the 
King who lovest righteousness and judgment. And to 
Jerusalem, the city, return in mercy, and dwell therein 
as thou hast spoken; rebuild it soon in our days as an 
everlasting building, and speedily set up therein the 
throne of David. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who 
rebuildest Jerusalem’. Nor are these the only 
occasions. Running throughout the liturgical service, 
like one of the threads of which the pattern is made, is 
this earnest longing and hope, and this certainty that 
the day will come in which the hope will be fulfilled. 


He goes on to explain the unbroken contact between the 
Jews of the Dispersion and the Jews of Palestine over many 
centuries: 


Equally impressive is the unbroken contact which the 
Jews of the Dispersion maintained with the land of 
Palestine, and that not only as a place of pious 
pilgrimage but as a continuing center of Jewish life. 
The Jewish community in Palestine was not always 
numerous, was from time to time in severe straits of 
poverty and privation, and on occasions was kept in 
existence only by the timely charity of their fellow 
Jews in other lands. Yet the gifts that in return went 
out from them to the Jews throughout the world were 


such that it would be true to say that had they not 
been given, then Judaism as we know it today would 
never have been. From Palestine in the grim period 
after the destruction of Jerusalem came the Mishnah 
and from Palestine also, some five hundred years 
later, came the Massoretic text of the Hebrew 
scriptures, the sole authority for the Hebrew text until 
the dramatic discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in the 
bloody twilight of the Mandate. The contribution of 
Tiberias to the development of the Talmud takes 
second place to the work of the Babylonian scholars of 
the time, but it has its place in that development. 
These three things, the Tanakh or Old Testament, 
definitively edited by the Massoretes, the Mishnah and 
the Talmud, are the foundation and the basis of the 
Jewish way of life, and if Judaism had no other debt to 
Palestine then that two of them had taken shape 
there, the Dispersion would still have had to own that 
Palestine was their mother. 

The Jews in Palestine continued to maintain a 
precarious existence there throughout the succeeding 
centuries, surviving the massacres of the Crusades 
and the fitful intolerance, indifference, and 
magnanimity of the Muslim rulers. Left to themselves, 
they would probably have died out altogether or 
become merged in the surrounding Muslim flood, or 
have been preserved as tiny fossil like the Samaritan 
community of Nablus. That this did not happen was 
due to the continual flow, irregular but never entirely 
ceasing, of Jews from other countries. Devout rabbis 
who wish to spend their final years in prayer and 
study in the Holy Land, desperate exiles feeling before 
some new persecution, great names like that of 
Nahmanides, lesser men who names today are lost for 
ever - they constitute a fact of history to which the 
Zionists may rightly call attention. After the expulsion 


of the Jews from Spain the life of the Jewish 
community in Galilee was once again vigorous and 
effective. At the beginning of the seventeenth 
century, when religious life there was already on the 
decline, Safad had eighteen talmudic colleges and 
twenty-one synagogues. Joseph Caro, the author of 
the authoritative code-book of Jewish conduct, the 
Shulhan Arukh, lived for forty years in Safad, dying 
there in 1575. Isaac Luria, who through his disciple 
Haim Vital, a native of Safad, was to have a 
tremendous effect on the development of Jewish 
mysticism, came to Safad in 1570, though he was 
destined to live there for only two more years. These 
names, though the most important, are not the only 
ones. During their time, in fact, the Palestinian 
community was among the most dynamic section of 
Jewry... 

The enduring continuity of Jewish contact with 
some part of what they believe to be their historic 
homeland is seen to be more impressive than it is 
popularly held to be... It is this enduring contact of the 
Jewish people with Palestine, together with the deep- 
seated religious and emotional ties with the country, 
which are the strength of the Zionist case. When in 
the nineteenth century the Jews began to look for 
somewhere to live in safety, Palestine was the only 
country which could stir the general interest.+8 


What are the origins of Zionism? 

Although the prayer ‘Next year in Jerusalem’ had for 
centuries expressed the hope that the Jews would one day 
return to the land, few believed that it could ever become a 
reality. In the nineteenth century, however, at least in 
Western Europe, increased economic success and greater 
political freedoms meant that some wealthy Jews like the 


philanthropist Sir Moses Montefiore began work for the 
revival of the struggling Jewish communities in Palestine. 
Then in 1881 the pogroms among the Jewish communities in 
Western Russia led to a new upsurge of Zionist feeling. 

Moshe Leib Lilienblum (1843-1910), a Russian Jew, 
argued that the root of the problem was that the Jew was 
always made to feel a ‘stranger’. This is how his ideas were 
summed up by David Vital, formerly professor of political 
science at Tel Aviv University, in his book The Origins of 
Zionism: 


The ‘Middle Ages’ are once again upon us, with the 
sole difference that it is no longer religion that is the 
criterion for distinguishing the native from the 
stranger, but nationality and race. It is these that are 
now the household gods of Europe in both the West 
and the East. The Jew is not a Teuton of the German 
nation, or a Magyar of the Hungarian nation, or a Slav, 
but a son of Shem and therefore, whether he wills it or 
not, a ‘stranger’. Thus, in the final analysis, nothing 
has changed... We, the Jews, may not think of 
ourselves as strangers, but others do. There is 
therefore nothing that we ourselves can do to avoid 
the conflict... There is only one way out of the 
predicament: the Jews must cease to be strangers. 
But how? 


Lilienblum totally rejected the idea that Jews should be 
assimilated in the countries where they lived as ‘national 
death; a nation could not commit suicide.’ He went on to 
propose a return to Eretz Israel, Palestine, as the only 
solution to the problem: 


No, the solution to the troubles of the Jews and to the 
fears and resentments of the Gentiles was to find a 


place where the Jews ‘would no longer be strangers 
but citizens and masters of the land themselves’... It 
might take a century for the Jews to evacuate Europe, 
but a beginning must be made. Where to? Not to 
America, where, once again, they would be strangers, 
but to Eretz-Israel ‘to which we have a historic right 
which was not lost with our (lost) rule of the country, 
any more that the peoples of the Balkans lost their 
rights to their lands when they lost their rule over 
them’. 


Leon Pinsker (1821-91) was influenced by Lilienblum’s 
writings, and in 1882, published a very significant book 
entitled Auto-emancipation, in which he argued that the 
problems of the Jews could only be solved if they were able 
to live as a nation in their own homeland. This is David 
Vital’s summary of Pinsker’s ideas: 


The heart of the problem, says Pinsker, is that the 
Jews comprise a distinctive element in every one of 
the nations in which they are found, an element that 
cannot be entirely absorbed and therefore cannot be 
readily and comfortably tolerated, but is, on the 
contrary, feared and hated and denied equality of 
status and treatment... By the standards of others, 
once they had lost their country the Jewish people 
should have fallen into decay long ago. But instead, 
uniquely, they continued to maintain themselves as a 
nation and, by so doing, became in the eyes of others 
an uncanny and frightening people... 

It cannot be denied that the emancipation of the 
Jews, where instituted, is a great achievement. But it 
is only legal emancipation, not social. Its basis is in 
reason, not in natural and unencumbered feeling... 
Equality can be attained only by the recreation of full 


Jewish nationality, by the collective return of the Jews 
to the ranks of the nations as a people living in their 
own homeland. This will not be achieved by the efforts 
of others, but by self-help. The Jews must not look to 
others to emancipate them; they must strive for auto- 
emancipation. 

Pinsker’s solution is a territorial solution. He does 
not propose a Return. At one point he says plainly that 
it is not the Holy Land that the Jews need but a land. 
At another point he makes clear that he does not 
object to Eretz-Israel; but nor does he believe it a 
suitable country for settlement... It is the fact of 
territory that is crucial. 


Whereas earlier in the nineteenth century only a few 
individuals and groups of Jews had settled in Palestine, after 
the publication of Auto-emancipation, Pinsker became the 
leader of a movement known as ‘Hibbat Zion’ or ‘Hovevei 
Zion’ (‘Love of Zion’ or ‘Lovers of Zion’), which encouraged 
Jews from Europe to settle in Eretz Israel. This movement is 
described by Vital as ‘Proto-Zionism... a somewhat inchoate 
movement devoted to the resettlement of the Jews in Eretz- 
Israel/Palestine... Institutionally it was weak. In character 
and ethos it was philanthropic rather than political.’ 

This first period of immigration lasted from 1882 to 1903. 
According to Noah Lucas in his Modern History of Israel, it 


resembled subsequent Zionist immigration in that it 
was a minuscule trickle alongside the mass 
emigration to the west prompted by the outbreak of 
pogroms and intensified persecution of the Jews in 
Russia after 1882... Most (of the early immigrants who 
actually reached Palestine) were of the middle class 
with substantial property which enabled many of them 
to acquire land and develop citrus plantations and 


vineyards. In the event the majority settled in the 
cities, especially Jerusalem where their livelihood was 
at best precarious... The Zionism of these settlers was 
construed in terms of personal emancipation rather 
than a clear vision of national redemption, and their 
efforts contributed little to the regeneration of Jewish 
national life in Palestine. By the end of the century 
their settlements had degenerated into effete 
charitable foundations. 


Lucas also describes the way in which the movement Lovers 
of Zion was influenced by the Russian Jew Ahad Ha’am 
(Asher Ginsberg), one of the movement’s most outstanding 
leaders who, as we shall see, also became one of the 
fiercest critics of the Zionist movement: 


The settlement attempt in Palestine, although it was 
small in scale, did accustom the Jews of eastern 
Europe to consider immigration to Palestine as a 
possible concrete solution for their immediate plight. 
On the other hand the failures of the immigrants 
provoked scepticism about the efficacy of ‘practical’ 
Zionism (as the settlement effort was dubbed) and led 
to vigorous debate among Zionist writers and 
followers as to the proper strategy for the national 
movement. The first influential criticism of the Lovers 
of Zion and the early settlers came from the pen of 
Abad Ha’Am (1856-1927), himself a Russian leader of 
the movement and possibly the most acute thinker of 
Zionism. 

In his essay This Is Not The Way, published in 1889, 
Abad Ha’Am presented the kernel of what became 
with subsequent elaboration a sophisticated doctrine 
of Zionism, advocated by a critical school of thought 
within the mainstream of the movement. Abad Ha’Am 


suggested in his essay that the approach of the 
Lovers of Zion with the haphazard settlement 
activities it sponsored was bound to fail so long as it 
appealed to self interest and the desire for personal 
emancipation rather than to the inspiring vision of 
national regeneration with its cultural potentiality. The 
development of the national movement required the 
reinvigoration of Jewish education in the diaspora for 
the revival of Jewish spiritual unity and creativity.... 
This was the basic line of argument of ‘spiritual’ or 
‘cultural’ Zionism: it selected the crisis of Judaism 
rather than that of the Jews as the core issue.22 


How did Zionism become a political movement? 

The person who drew together the many different strands of 
Zionism and made them into a coherent political movement 
was Theodor Herzl (1860-1904), a Hungarian Jew, who 
was born and brought up in Budapest. At the age of 
eighteen he moved with his parents to Vienna, where he 
studied law. After finding that because he was a Jew he 
could not practise law, he became a civil servant. He soon 
started to write and, when he moved to Paris in 1891, 
became a correspondent for a newspaper in Vienna. In 1894 
he reported in detail the trial of Alfred Dreyfus, the French 
Jew who was condemned on the basis of false evidence, and 
this experience heightened his awareness of the problem of 
anti-Semitism. 

In his first book, The Jews’ State: An Attempt at a Modern 
Solution to the Jewish Question, written immediately after 
the Dreyfus affair and published in 1896, Herzl attempted to 
outline a purely political solution to the problems facing 
Jewish communities in Europe. This was his analysis of the 
Jewish question: 


The Jewish question exists wherever Jews live in 
perceptible numbers. Where it does not exist, it is 
carried by Jews in the course of their migrations... This 
is the case in every country, and will remain so, even 
in those highly civilized - for instance France - until 
the Jewish question finds a solution on a political 
basis. The unfortunate Jews are now carrying the 
seeds of anti-Semitism into England; they have 
already introduced it into America... 

We are one people - our enemies have made us 
one in our respite, as repeatedly happens in history. 
Distress binds us together, and, thus united, we 
suddenly discover our strength. Yes, we are strong 
enough to form a State, and, indeed, a model State. 
We possess all human and material resources 
necessary for the purpose. 


He proposed that Jews should create their own state as a 
way of solving these problems: 


Let the sovereignty be granted us over a portion of 
the globe large enough to satisfy the rightful 
requirements of a nation; the rest we shall manage for 
ourselves. 

The creation of a new State is neither ridiculous nor 
impossible. We have in our day witnessed the process 
in connection with nations which were not in the bulk 
middle class, but poorer, less educated, and 
consequently weaker than ourselves. The 
Governments of all countries scourged by anti- 
Semitism will be keenly interested in assisting us to 
obtain the sovereignty we want. 


He described how organizations such as The Society of Jews, 
could be set up to work towards the creation of the Jewish 


state: 


Should the Powers declare themselves willing to admit 
our sovereignty over a neutral piece of land, then the 
Society will enter into negotiations for the possession 
of this land. Here two territories come under 
consideration, Palestine and Argentina. In both 
countries important experiments in colonization have 
been made, though on the mistaken principle of a 
gradual infiltration of Jews. An infiltration is bound to 
end badly. It continues till the inevitable moment 
when the native population feels itself threatened, 
and forces the Government to stop a further influx of 
Jews. Immigration is consequently futile unless based 
on an assured supremacy. 

The Society of Jews will treat with the present 
masters of the land, putting itself under the 
protectorate of the European Powers, if they prove 
friendly to the plan. We could offer the present 
possessors of the land enormous advantages, take 
upon ourselves part of the public debt, build new 
roads for traffic, which our presence in the country 
would render necessary, and do many other things. 
The creation of our State would be beneficial to 
adjacent countries, because the cultivation of a strip 
of land increases the value of its surrounding districts 
in innumerable ways. 


He then discussed the relative merits of Argentina and 
Palestine - two countries which had been suggested as 
possible locations for a Jewish homeland: 


Shall we choose Palestine or Argentina? We shall take 
what is given us, and what is selected by Jewish public 
opinion. The Society will determine both these points. 


Argentina is one of the most fertile countries in the 
world, extends over a vast area, has a sparse 
population and a mild climate. The Argentine Republic 
would derive considerable profit from the cession of a 
portion of its territory to us. The present infiltration of 
Jews has certainly produced some discontent, and it 
would be necessary to enlighten the Republic on the 
intrinsic difference of our new movement. 

Palestine is our ever-memorable historic home. The 
very name of Palestine would attract our people with 
a force of marvelous potency. Supposing His Majesty 
the Sultan were to give us Palestine, we could in 
return undertake to regulate the whole finances of 
Turkey. We should there form a portion of the rampart 
of Europe against Asia, an outpost of civilization as 
opposed to barbarism. We should as a neutral State 
remain in contact with all Europe, which would have 
to guarantee our existence. The sanctuaries of 
Christendom would be safeguarded by assigning to 
them an extra-territorial status such as is well known 
to the law of nations. We should form a guard of 
honour about these sanctuaries, answering for the 
fulfilment of this duty with our existence. This guard 
of honour would be the great symbol of the solution of 
the Jewish Question after eighteen centuries of Jewish 
suffering.22 


Because of the enthusiastic response to his book, Herzl 
organized a Zionist Congress in Basle in August 1897. It is 
hard to overestimate the significance of this congress, which 
was attended by 200 Jews from all over Europe, and was the 
very first gathering of its kind. David Vital explains the 
importance of the Congress: 


Zionism recreated the Jews as a political nation; and 
by so doing it revolutionized their collective and 
private lives. It did not do so immediately or 
completely or equally... It seems beyond question that 
this movement for revival and radical change in Jewry 
did attain results which may fairly be called 
revolutionary and, further, that its definitive form 
dates from 1897. For that reason alone the First 
Zionist Congress must now be judged one of the 
pivotal events in the modern history of the Jews. 

[The Congress] established a precedent - and the 
principle - of unity, bringing together virtually all the 
diverse strains of which the movement was 
composed: romanticists and pragmatists, orthodox 
and secularists, socialists and bourgeois, Easterners 
and Westerners, men whose minds and language 
were barely influenced by the non-Jewish world and 
those who were largely products of it, and, above all, 
those whose primary concern was with the condition 
of the Jews as opposed to those, like Abad Ha’Am, 
whose eyes were on the crisis of Judaism. 


The key to Herzl’s influence lay in his great organizing 
ability and his belief that he could use the great powers to 
assist Jewish settlement in Palestine. He brought to the 
Zionist movement a drive and a confidence which the 
Lovers of Zion and the eastern European Jews did not have 
at that time. In his own diary he summed up what he 
believed he had achieved at this first Zionist Congress: 


Were | to sum up the Basle Congress in a word - which 
| shall guard against pronouncing publicly - it would 
be this: at Basle | founded the Jewish State... If | said 
this out loud today, | would be answered by universal 


laughter. Perhaps in five years and certainly in fifty 
everyone will know it.24 


The second great leader of the Zionist movement was 
Chaim Weizmann, a Russian Jew, who came to settle in 
England in 1904. After teaching chemistry at the University 
of Manchester for several years, he moved to London in 
1916 and began working in the Admiralty under the 
supervision of Lord Balfour. During this time he did a great 
deal to explain and commend the idea of a Jewish national 
homeland to officials in the British government, and he was 
therefore one of the main architects of the Balfour 
Declaration (see 2.5). 

Some months before the Balfour Declaration, Weizmann 
wrote these words about his hopes for the gradual creation 
of a Jewish homeland in Palestine: 


States must be built up slowly, gradually, 
systematically and patiently. We, therefore, say that 
while the creation of a Jewish Commonwealth in 
Palestine is our final ideal... the way to achieve it lies 
through a series of intermediary stages. And one of 
those intermediary stages, which | hope is going to 
come about as a result of the war, is that the fair 
country of Palestine will be protected by sucha 
mighty and just Power as Great Britain. Under the 
wing of this Power, Jews will be able to develop, and to 
set up the administrative machinery which... would 
enable us to carry out the Zionist scheme. 


In his autobiography he later explained how he thought of 
the Balfour Declaration as merely ‘a framework’ within 
which Jews could achieve their ultimate goals in Palestine: 


The Balfour Declaration was no more than a 
framework, which had to be filled in by our own 
efforts. It would mean exactly what we would make it 
mean - neither more nor less. On what we could make 
it mean through slow, costly and laborious work would 
depend whether and when we should deserve to 
attain statehood. 


In an address to a Jewish audience in London two years after 
the Declaration was issued, he said: 


| trust to God that a Jewish state will come about; but 
it will come about not through political declarations, 
but by the sweat and blood of the Jewish people... 
[The Balfour Declaration] is the golden key which 
unlocks the doors of Palestine and gives you the 
possibility to put all your efforts into the country... We 
were asked to formulate our wishes. We said we 
desired to create in Palestine such conditions, 
political, economic and administrative, that as the 
country is developed, we can pour in a considerable 
number of immigrants, and finally establish such a 
society in Palestine that Palestine shall be as Jewish as 
England is English, or America is American... | hope 
that the Jewish frontiers of Palestine will be as great 
as Jewish energy for getting Palestine. 


On many occasions of this kind he gave assurances that the 
Zionists would do nothing to harm the Arabs in Palestine: 


All fears expressed openly or secretly by the Arabs 
that they are to be ousted from their present position 
are due either to a fundamental misconception of 
Zionist aims or to the malicious activities of our 
common enemies. 


| need hardly say that we Jews will be meticulously 
and scrupulously careful to respect the sentiments of 
any religious group or sect in Palestine. 


The Zionists are not demanding in Palestine 
monopolies or exclusive privileges... It always was and 
remains a cardinal principle of Zionism as a 
democratic movement that all races and sects in 
Palestine should enjoy full justice and liberty. 


Palestine must be built up without violating the 
legitimate rights of the Arabs - not a hair of their 
heads shall be touched. 


It is not our objective to seize control of the higher 
policy of the province of Palestine. Nor has it ever 
been our objective to turn anyone out of his 
property.24 


In his diaries, however, he expressed different ideas about 
how the Jewish settlers would need to treat the Arabs: 


We shall have to spirit the penniless population across 
the border by procuring employment for it in the 
transit countries, while denying it any employment in 
our own country... Both the process of expropriation 
and the removal of the poor must be carried out 
discreetly and circumspectly.22 


2.3 Jewish settlement in the land 


How did the Jewish settlers acquire land? 


David Hirst, a British journalist who was Middle East 
correspondent of The Guardian for many years, describes 


how land was sold to Jews in the period before 1929 in his 
book The Gun and the Olive Branch: 


The great bulk of the land that the Zionists acquired 
came from large, predominantly absentee, 
landowners. As resistance built up, the area 
relinquished by small farmers, 42.7 per cent of the 
total from 1891 to 1900, fell to a mere 4.3 per cent 
from 1900 to 1914. 

The name Sursock occupies an invidious and 
recurrent place in this story. The Sursocks were a 
Levantine family of high breeding and immense 
wealth who spent much of their time in Western 
Europe. They also owned some of the richest land in 
Palestine. In a series of transactions from 1891 to 
1920 they sold it all to the Zionists, as unmoved by 
high appeals to their sense of Arab history as by 
workaday calls on their conscience. In 1910 they sold 
the region of Foule, with its Crusader castle made 
famous by Saladin, in the fertile Vale of Esdraelon; in 
1920 they disposed of the rest of their holdings, along 
with 8,000 peasants in twenty-two villages who made 
a living from them. They had acquired the whole area 
in 1872 from corrupt Ottoman officials for the derisory 
sum of £18,000 to £20,000. It brought in a revenue of 
£12,000 to £40,000 a year. They sold it for ten times 
the price they had paid for it, but subsequently 
complained bitterly that they had let it go so cheap - 
as indeed they had. The fate of the 8,000 peasants 
was never determined; the tenants among them - but 
not the labourers - received ‘compensation’ of 
£28,000 - precisely £3.5 per head for the lot. The 
Sursock sale was a famous and much-deplored 
transaction. But there were many others. 


He goes on to explain that members of the Arab community 
were responsible for the way in which land was sold to Jews 
after 1929: 


Although there have been many and often fortuitous 
circumstances to which the Zionists owe their 
astonishing success, by no means the least have been 
the incompetence and irresponsibility of the Arab 
leaders, the frivolity and egoism of the privileged 
classes. The frailties which the Haifa newspaper 
Carmel had first denounced a quarter of a century 
earlier were all the greater now. About nine-tenths of 
all land acquired by the Jews up to 1929 was sold by 
absentee landlords. But after that, the ever-growing 
‘Zionist peril’ notwithstanding, the main culprits were 
resident landlords. It was at this time, too, that Arab 
usurers came most offensively into their own; 
smallholders were forced to borrow at interest rates of 
up to 50 per cent; they would cling desperately to 
their little plots of land, but in the end, under a 
crushing burden of debt, were forced to abandon 
them to the land-hungry Jews. There were mouth- 
watering profits to be made; the price of a dunum 
near Risbon-le-Zion, originally eight shillings, had 
reached £10 to £25 by the early thirties. Officially, of 
course, the willing squanderers of the Arab heritage 
were becoming the pariahs of society. They were 
ritually condemned on every suitable occasion - at 
conferences convened to consider the ‘Zionist peril’, 
in the campaign statements of rival political parties, in 
the anathemas issued by religious authorities. Thus in 
1932, the Independence Party issued a proclamation 
declaring that ‘there is no future for the nation unless 
the gates are closed on immigration, and the sale of 
land prohibited; the delegates reaffirm their 


dissatisfaction at the middle-men and the landsellers, 
and consider that the time has come to punish and 
oppose them.’ In Palestinian vocabulary simsar - 
‘middle-man’ - has established itself ever since as a 
word of abuse. In 1935, when immigration and land 
sales were surpassing all limits, Haj Amin Husseini, 
the Mufti, assembled some 400 men of God, imams, 
qadis, muftis, preachers and teachers, who issued a 
fatwa, or religious edict, outlawing the sale of land to 
Jewish immigrants and denouncing its perpetrators as 
apostates to be denied burial in Muslim cemeteries. 


These land sales revealed fatal weaknesses within the Arab 
community: 


However - and here is the real measure of the 
Palestinian leadership - although the landsellers and 
agents might suffer all manner of verbal abuse, they 
rarely suffered much worse. Landselling, branded as 
‘treason’, was a Characteristic accusation which one 
faction of notables hurled at one another. It made for 
an immense hypocrisy. There was no real social 
ostracism, let alone any condign punishment. The 
very people who most vociferously condemned the 
practice were not infrequently the ones who most 
indulged in it. In 1928, the delegates to the Seventh 
Palestine Congress were described by a contemporary 
as a very odd assortment who included ‘spies and 
middlemen selling land to the Jews’. In 1932, the 
newspaper al-Arab found it strange indeed that the 
Arab Executive should wax so indignant about the 
sale of Arab land when some of its own members 
were doing the selling. No wonder a British fact- 
finding team’s efforts to uncover the full extent of 
these odious transactions met with resistance from 


the Arab as well as the Jewish leadership. If, by 1948, 
the landsellers had only allowed some 6.6 per cent of 
physical Palestine to fall into Jewish hands - though 
that represented a much higher proportion of its 
cultivable area - the damage they inflicted on the 
Palestinian psyche is less easy to calculate. But it was 
undoubtedly great. The landsellers typified the 
Palestinians’ response to Zionism at its most self- 
destructive. They were the most unhealthy part of a 
body politic so diseased that, instead of achieving that 
self-renewal which, under strain, an even slightly 
healthier one might have achieved, it degenerated 
still further. It did not immunize itself against the 
sickness which the landsellers represented; it let the 
sickness spread. The disloyalty of a few, rather than 
fortifying the constructive patriotism of the majority, 
aggravated the factionalism, recrimination and 
mistrust which poisoned the whole Palestinian 
struggle, and the behaviour of the politicians in 
particular.24 


What was the official Jewish policy regarding 
settlement in the land and the establishment of a 
Jewish state? 

Arthur Ruppin was head of the Palestine Office of the 
Zionist Organization from 1908 and therefore responsible for 
purchasing land in Palestine. His thinking about the 
purchase of land was articulated in a report he wrote in 
1913 for the Zionist Organization. Amy Dockser Marcus, 
an American Jewish journalist, summarizes the main content 
of the report in her book Jerusalem: the Origins of the Arab- 
Israeli Conflict: 


It was clear that Ruppin regarded 1913 as a turning 
point - the year that a strategic design would emerge 


for how the Jews would get along with the Arabs. He 
understood instinctively that it was the Arabs and not 
the Turks who were the key obstacle to Jewish plans, 
since they were the main competitors for control of 
the land of Palestine, and what was decided in 1913 
would come to shape the future of Arab-Jewish 
relations in Palestine for decades to come. He quickly 
found himself at the very center of the emerging 
confrontation. His views were not in the mainstream 
at first, but he articulated them so crisply, and saw 
the issues so sharply, that in the end his sense of 
imminent crisis and his perception that the conflict 
with the Arabs could no longer be ignored set the 
larger agenda... 

Even with these substantial gains [the purchase of 
property to date]... the Jews still did not own enough 
property to sustain a Jewish homeland in Palestine. In 
order to do so, they needed to continue to acquire 
parcels from Arab landowners. But ‘if the Arab 
national consciousness is strengthened,’ the report 
concluded,’ then we will encounter resistance that can 
perhaps no longer be resolved with money... If the 
Arabs gather themselves up to consider it a national 
disgrace and betrayal to sell their land to Jews, then 
the situation will become a pretty difficult one for us.’ 

Palestine officials had argued in their report for a 
full-blown effort to accumulate as much property as 
possible, and as quickly as possible, and then bring in 
as many new immigrants as they could, before it was 
too late... 

Beginning in 1913, Ruppin urged an abandonment 
of Victor Jacobson’s careful smokescreen that Zionism 
had no separatist aims when speaking with Jews 
around the world. Jewish communities should be told 
clearly what was at stake, and why their assistance 
was needed. Without more money to buy land, and 


without more Jews willing to move to Palestine to work 
in it, Zionism was doomed to fail. There would be no 
Jewish homeland unless the Jews openly and 
aggressively tried to create one... 

Ruppin felt that just as the Zionist movement was 
growing, so was the Arab movement. The fact that the 
Arabs in Palestine had come to see themselves as a 
separate entity from the Ottomans with a stake in the 
country’s future and a desire to shape it only posed a 
threat to Zionist goals there. ‘As yet the Arabs are not 
organized and not strong enough to be feared by us 
as a present danger,’ the Palestine Office report 
concluded. ‘We must be clear that we are living 
through a critical moment,’ said the report, and 
behind this statement one could hear Ruppin’s 
ideas...’We will have to reckon with an enemy that will 
need to be taken very seriously in the near future.’22 


When the Arab Revolt began in 1936, Ruppin described the 
conflict that he could foresee as ‘the decisive struggle.’ His 
reaction to violent attacks by Arabs in 1938 is summed up 
by Marcus: 


When Ruppin reflected on the incident, he saw it as 
the harbinger of things to come - ‘terrible mutual 
murder,’ he predicted. Maybe now people would 
realise that ‘the Jews are and will remain in Palestine, 
and that they cannot be disposed of by acts of 
terrorism, which will only lead to terrorism from our 
side.’2© 


David Ben-Gurion explained the goals of the Zionist 
movement: 


At the present time we speak of colonization, and only 
of colonization. It is our short-term objective. But it is 
clear that England belongs to the English, Egypt to the 
Egyptians and Judea to the Jews. In our country there 
is room only for Jews. We will say to the Arabs: ‘Move 
over’, if they are not in agreement, if they resist, we 
will push them by force.22 


Writing to his son in October 1937, he said: 


We must expel Arabs and take their places... and, if 
we have to use force - not to dispossess the Arabs of 
the Negev and Transjordan, but to guarantee our own 
right to settle in those places - then we have force at 
our disposal.28 


He made these comments on Arab terrorism in a speech in 
1938: 


In our political argument abroad, we minimize Arab 
opposition to us. But let us not ignore the truth among 
ourselves. | insist on the truth, not out of respect for 
scientific but political realities. The acknowledgment 
of this truth leads to inevitable and serious 
conclusions regarding our work in Palestine... let us 
not build on the hope the terrorist gangs will get tired. 
If some get tired, others will replace them. A people 
which fights against the usurpation of its land will not 
tire so easily... it is easier for them to continue the 
war and not get tired than it is for us... The Palestinian 
Arabs are not alone... 

But the fighting is only one aspect of the conflict 
which is in essence a political one. And politically we 
are the aggressors and they defend themselves. 
Militarily, it is we who are on the defensive, who have 


the upper hand... but in the political sohere they are 
superior. The land, the villages, the mountains, the 
roads are in their hands. The country is theirs, 
because they inhabit it, whereas we want to come 
here and settle down, and in their view we want to 
take away from them their country, while we are still 
outside.22 


Some Zionist leaders expressed their understanding of the 
Arab reaction to what the Jews were doing in Palestine. 

Moshe Sharett, in speeches to the Mapai Political 
Committee in 1936: 


There is no Arab in Palestine who is not harmed by 
Jewish immigration; there is no Arab who does not feel 
himself part of the Great Arab Nation which includes 
Iraq, the Hedjaz, and Yemen. For him Palestine is an 
independent unit that had an Arab face. That face is 
now changing. In his eyes Haifa was an Arab town, 
and now it is Jewish. His reaction cannot but be 
resistance. 

I am convinced that the Arabs genuinely fear 
Jewish growth and domination. If this is not true, then 
all the years | studied Arabic and have met with Arabs 
were in vain. And if | am wrong on this fundamental 
question | am not fit to be here.22 


A very revealing discussion between Ben-Gurion and Martin 
Buber is described by Arno J. Mayer: 


Ben-Gurion was Said to have asked.... whether Buber 
had ‘come to Palestine with the consent of the Arabs 
or against their wishes’ - clearly, he had come only 
‘against their wishes, and with the force of British 
bayonets.’ Ben-Gurion knew of ‘no example in history 


of a nation opening [its] gates [simply] because the 
nation wanting to enter explained its desire to do so.’ 
He assured Buber that he was confident ‘an 
agreement will be reached [with the Arabs] because 
[they believe] in our power, in our power which will 
grow.’ 


Joseph Weitz, a Jewish government official responsible for 
Jewish colonization, wrote the following words in 1940: 


After the [Second World] War the question of the land 
of Israel and the question of the Jews would be raised 
beyond the framework of ‘development’ among 
ourselves. It must be clear that there is no room for 
both peoples in this country. No ‘development’ will 
bring us closer to our aim, to be an independent 
people in this small country. If the Arabs leave the 
country, it will be broad and wide-open for us. And if 
the Arabs stay, the country will remain narrow and 
miserable. When the War is over and the English have 
won, and when the judges sit on the throne of Law, 
our people must bring their petitions and their claim 
before them; and the only solution is Eretz Israel, or at 
least Western Eretz Israel, without Arabs. There is no 
room for compromise on this point! The Zionist 
enterprise so far, in terms of preparing the ground 
and paving the way for the creation of the Hebrew 
State in the land of Israel, has been fine and good in 
its own time, and could do with ‘land-buying’ - but 
this will not bring about the State of Israel; that must 
come all at once, in the manner of a Salvation (this is 
the secret of the Messianic idea); and there is no way 
besides transferring the Arabs from here to 
neighbouring countries, to transfer them all; except 
maybe for Bethlehem, Nazareth and Old Jerusalem, 


we must not leave a single village, not a single tribe. 
And the transfer must be directed to Iraq, to Syria, 
and even to Transjordan. For that purpose we'll find 
money, and a lot of money. And only with such a 
transfer will the country be able to absorb millions of 
our brothers, and the Jewish question shall be solved, 
once and for all. There is no other way out.24 


Moshe Dayan, a hero in the wars of 1948 and 1956, who 
later served as Minister of Foreign Affairs in the Israeli 
government, described in 1967 how the state needed to be 
expanding continually for the sake of its own security: 


People abroad ought to realize that, quite apart from 
their strategic importance to Israel, Sinai, the Golan 
Heights, the Tiran Straits and the hills west of the 
Jordan lie at the heart of Jewish history. Nor has the 
‘restoration of historical Israel’ ended yet. Since the 
return to Zion 100 years ago a double process of 
colonization and expansion of frontiers has been going 
on. We have not yet reached the end of that road. It is 
the people of Israel who will determine the frontiers of 
their own state.23 


Hannah Arendt sums up how the Jews prepared for 
statehood: 


... under the not too sympathetic eye of the British 
trustee the Jews erected a kind of state within a non- 
existent state, which in some respects was more 
modern than the most advanced governments of the 
Western world.24 


Avi Shlaim concludes: 


That most Zionist leaders wanted the largest possible 
Jewish state in Palestine with a few Arabs inside as 
possible is hardly open to question.22 


2.4 Arab reactions to Jewish settlement 


How did the Arabs react to Jewish settlement? 


Najib Azuri, writing as early as 1905, reveals how he, as a 
Lebanese, understood the goal of the Jewish settlers in 
Palestine at that time: 


The Jews of our time have understood very well the 
mistake made by their forefathers. They are trying 
carefully to avoid it in the restoration of what they call 
their ancient fatherland. They want to get hold of a 
part of Palestine which their forefathers were never 
able to occupy, and in particular to take possession of 
all the natural boundaries of the country. These are 
two of the most important points in the Zionist plan of 
action. 

They regard as these natural boundaries Mount 
Hermon in the north, the source of the Jordan, and the 
Leontes valley, with the territory which lies between 
Rashaya and Sidon; in the south the Suez Canal and 
the Sinai peninsula; in the east the Arabian desert, 
and as a Western frontier the Mediterranean. With 
these frontiers, and in the hands of a people that can 
defend them, Palestine would be impregnable.2® 


Eliezer Ben-Yehuda arrived in Palestine in 1881 and 
played a significant role in the revival of spoken Hebrew. 
This is how he described his feelings when he first arrived in 
Jaffa: 


| must confess that this, my first meeting with our 
cousins, was not a joyous meeting for me. A 
depressing feeling of fear, as though before a fortified 
wall, suddenly filled my soul. | felt that they see 
themselves as citizens of the land that was the land of 
my fathers, and that I, the son of these fathers, | 
come to this land as a stranger, as a foreigner.24 


Asher Ginsberg (known as Ahad Ha’am, 1856-1927) was a 
Russian Jew who visited Palestine many times from 1891 
onwards. He finally settled there in 1922 and died in 1927. 
After a visit to Palestine in 1891 he recorded some of the 
problems which the Jewish settlers in Palestine were facing 
and some of the problems which they were creating: 


Palestine is not an uninhabited country and can offer a 
home only to a very small proportion of the Jews who 
live scattered throughout the world. Those who settle 
in Palestine must above all seek to win the friendship 
of the Palestinians, by approaching them courteously 
and with respect. But what do our brothers in 
Palestine do? Precisely the opposite. They were slaves 
in the land of their exile, and suddenly they find 
themselves with unlimited freedom, an unbridled 
freedom of the kind that can be found only in Turkey. 
This sudden change has aroused in them a tendency 
to despotism, which is what always happens when 
slaves come to power. They treat the Arabs with 
hostility and cruelty, rob them of their rights ina 
dishonest way, hurt them without reason and then 
pride themselves on such actions; and no one attacks 
this despicable and dangerous tendency... 

We abroad have a way of thinking that Palestine 
today is almost desert, an uncultivated wilderness, 
and that anyone who wishes to buy land there can do 


so to his heart’s content. But this is not in fact the 
case. It is difficult to find any uncultivated land 
anywhere in the country... We abroad have a way of 
thinking that the Arabs are all savages, on a level with 
the animals, and blind to what goes on around them. 
But that is quite mistaken. The Arabs, especially the 
townmen, see through our activities in their country, 
and our aims, but they keep silent and make no sign, 
because for the present they anticipate no danger to 
their own future from what we are about. But if the 
time should ever come when our people have so far 
developed their life in Palestine that the indigenous 
population should feel more or less cramped, then 
they will not readily make way for us. 


In 1911 he wrote to a friend in Jaffa: 


As to the war against the Jews in Palestine, | was a 
spectator from afar with an aching heart, particularly 
because of the want of insight and understanding 
shown on our part to an extreme degree. As a matter 
of fact, it was evident twenty years ago, that the day 
would come when the Arabs would stand up against 
usA 


Theodor Herzl seems to have foreseen how the Arabs 
would respond to an influx of Jewish settlers. Writing about 
what he called ‘gradual infiltration’, he says: 


Infiltration is bound to end badly. It continues till the 
inevitable moment when the native population feels 
itself threatened, and forces the Government to stop 
further influx of Jews. Immigration is consequently 
futile unless we have the sovereign right to continue 
such immigration.22 


The Emir Faisal, son of Sharif Hussein of Mecca, and 
Chaim Weizmann met in January 1919, and signed an 
agreement in which they pledged their good faith in 
‘carrying into effect the British Government’s Declaration of 
2 November 1917’ (i.e. the Balfour Declaration). This 
document shows the willingness of a prominent Arab leader 
at the time to allow Jews to settle in Palestine: 


All necessary measures shall be taken to encourage 
and stimulate immigration of Jews into Palestine on a 
large scale, and as quickly as possible to settle Jewish 
immigrants upon the land through close settlement 
and intensive cultivation of the soil. In taking such 
measures the Arab peasant and tenant farmers shall 
be protected in their rights, and shall be assisted in 
forwarding their economic development. 


After signing the agreement, however, Faisal added a 
proviso in his own handwriting in Arabic to qualify his 
position: 


Provided the Arabs obtain their independence as 
demanded in my Memorandum dated 4 February 
1919, to the Foreign Office of the Government of 
Great Britain, | shall concur in the above articles. But 
if the slightest modification of departure were to be 
made | shall not be bound by a single word of the 
present Agreement which shall be deemed void and of 
no account or validity. 


Three months later he expressed his fear of what would 
happen if the Jews wanted to establish a state: 


Let the unhappy Jews find refuge there... under a 
Muslim or a Christian government... But if the Jews 


desire to establish a state and obtain sovereign rights 
in the country, | foresee serious dangers and conflicts 
between them and other races.42 


British officials in Palestine also understood the Arab 
reaction: 


Commander Hogarth sent the following report to the 
Foreign Office in 1918: 


Weizmann’s disclaimers of political aims are not 
credited, partly because associates of his at home and 
in Palestine have not always endorsed them... Anti- 
Jew feeling is as strong as - perhaps stronger than 
ever among all classes of Arabs...44 


Herbert Samuel, a British Jew, who was appointed in 1920 


by the British government as High Commissioner for 
Palestine, wrote the following in a personal letter to 
Weizmann in 1921: 


After a year in Palestine | have come to the conclusion 
that the importance of the Arab factor had been 
underestimated by the Zionist movement: unless 
there is very careful steering it is upon the Arab rock 
that the Zionist ship may be wrecked.42 


Gilbert Clayton, one of Weizmann’s chief advisers among 
the British military, wrote the following in 1924: 


In general, a year in Palestine has made me regard 
the whole adventure with apprehension. We have 
become an alien and detested element into the very 
core of Islam, and the day may well come when we 
Shall be faced with the alternative of holding it there 


by the sword or abandoning it to its fate; the Arabs 
are underdogs for the moment but they will bide their 
time and wait.42 


Eric Mills: 


The real trouble was that the Jews were not willing to 
gain the good will of the Arabs, and to allay their fears 
by agreeing to limit the extent of their infiltration and 
to reassure them that the Jews were not going to 
crowd them out.“4 


Ghada Karmi, in Married to Another Man: Israel’s Dilemma 
in Palestine, published in 2007, reflects on the difficulties 
that faced the Palestinians when confronted by the 
challenge of Zionism: 


How could they have been expected to understand all 
the issues, complexities and nuances that made up 
Zionism and motivated its supporters? They were not 
Europeans, either by history or culture; they had no 
psychological or historical sense of the intricacies of 
the Jewish-gentile relationship in Europe, and no 
comparable tradition of cruelty against Jews to help 
them understand its effects on such people. In just a 
few decades, they found themselves hosting a 
tormented, suspicious, complicated and neurotically 
self-absorbed community, toughened by centuries of 
the needs to survive. Not only were Arabs required to 
accommodate this community, which was alien to 
them in every way, but to love it as well. It would be 
hard to find any nation that would have accepted such 
a monstrous imposition, but the Arabs... were more 
unfitted to the task than most. Their very ignorance 
and naivety in the face of the challenge of Zionism 


was probably the most important factor that enabled 
the Israeli project to survive and even thrive in the 
region.*2 


2.5 The role of Britain 


What promises did Britain make to the Jews? 


Britain’s promises to the Jews were contained in the Balfour 
Declaration, which was a letter written on 2 November 1917 
by Arthur Balfour, the British Foreign Secretary, to Lord 
Rothschild, a prominent English Jew. Since Palestine at that 
time was still part of the Ottoman empire, the British 
government had no authority to decide the future of the 
country, but hoped to be able to do so after the defeat of 
Turkey in the First World War. 


Foreign Office 
2 November 1917 


Dear Lord Rothschild, 


| have much pleasure in conveying to you, on behalf 
of His Majesty’s Government, the following declaration 
of sympathy with Jewish Zionist aspirations which has 
been submitted to, and approved by the Cabinet: 


‘His Majesty’s Government view with favour the 
establishment in Palestine of a national home for the 
Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to 
facilitate the achievement of this object, it being 
clearly understood that nothing shall be done which 
may prejudice the civil and religious rights of the 
existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the 
rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other 
country.’ 


| should be grateful if you would bring this declaration 
to the knowledge of the Zionist Federation. 


Yours sincerely, 


Arthur Balfour 


In making this declaration the British government hoped to 
encourage Jews in America, Russia, and Central Europe to 
support the cause of the Allies in the war against Germany 
and its Allies. There was also the hope that a Jewish 
homeland established in Palestine with the support of 
Britain would protect the Suez Canal and thus safeguard 
British interests in India and the East. 

Another motive which prompted this letter was the desire 
to avoid a large influx of Jewish refugees into Britain. Balfour 
had expressed this desire several years earlier when he 
Supported the introduction of an Aliens Act, which was 
intended to restrict Jewish immigration into Britain: 


A state of things could easily be imagined in which it 
would not be to the advantage of the civilization of 
the country that there should be an immense body of 
persons who, however patriotic, able and industrious, 
however much they threw themselves into the 
national life, still, by their own action, remained a 
people apart, and not merely held a religion differing 
from the vast majority of their fellow-countrymen, but 
only intermarried among themselves.42 


Arthur Koestler once described the Balfour Declaration as 
‘a document in which one nation solemnly promises to a 
second nation the country of a third nation’.44 

And Auni Abd al-Hadi, a Palestinian politician in the 
1920s, summed up the Declaration as being 


Made by an English foreigner who had no ownership 
of Palestine to a foreign Jew who had no right to it.48 


What promises were made to the Arabs? 

During the First World War, the British government made 
several promises to Arab leaders in order to enlist their 
Support in the war against the Turks. Some of these 
promises were contained in letters written by Sir Henry 
McMahon, the British High Commissioner in Egypt, to 
Sharif Hussein of Mecca. The following are extracts from 
two of these letters: 


We hereby confirm to you the declaration of Lord 
Kitchener... in which was manifested our desire for the 
independence of the Arab countries and their 
inhabitants, and our readiness to approve an Arab 
Caliphate upon its proclamation. 

DATED 30 AUGUST 1915 


| am authorized to give you the following pledges on 
behalf of the Government of Great Britain, and to 
reply as follows to your note: 


1. That, subject to the modifications stated above, 
Great Britain is prepared to recognize and uphold the 
independence of the Arabs in all the regions lying 
within the frontiers proposed by the Sharif of Mecca 
[i.e. the area now corresponding to the Arabian 
Peninsula, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Palestine]; 


2. That Great Britain will guarantee the Holy Places 
against all external aggression, and will recognize the 
obligation of preserving them from aggression; 


3. That, when circumstances permit, Great Britain will 
help the Arabs with her advice and assist them in the 
establishment of governments to suit those diverse 
regions... 


| am confident that this declaration will convince you, 
beyond all doubt, of Great Britain’s sympathy with the 
aspirations of her friends the Arabs; and that it will 
result in a lasting and solid alliance with them, of 
which one of the immediate consequences will be the 
expulsion of the Turks from the Arab countries and the 
liberation of the Arab peoples from the Turkish yoke 
which has weighed on them all these long years. 
DATED 24 OCTOBER 191542 


Only six months after the agreement made with Sharif 
Hussein, in October 1916, Britain, France and Russia entered 
into an agreement known as the Sykes-Picot Agreement, in 
which the three powers decided how they would divide up 
parts of the Ottoman empire after the war. The terms of the 
agreement are summarized by the historian Eugene 
Rogan: 


It painted the map of the Middle East in shades of red 
and blue: the red zone corresponded to the provinces 
of Baghdad and Basra, in which the British would have 
the right ‘to establish such direct or indirect 
administration or control as they desire,’ and the blue 
zone covered Cilicia and the Syrian coastal region, 
here the French enjoyed the same prerogatives. 
Palestine was the exception, shaded in brown as an 
area under ‘an international administration’ whose 
ultimate form remained to be determined. In addition, 
Britain claimed an area of informal control stretching 
across northern Arabia from Kirkuk in central Iraq to 


Gaza, and the French claimed informal control over a 
vast triangle running from Mosul to Aleppo and 
Damascus. The agreement also confirmed the 
boundaries of those territories claimed by Russia in 
eastern Anatolia. 

The Sykes-Picot Agreement created more problems 
than it resolved. The British later regretted offering 
France trusteeship over Mosul and northern 
Mesopotamia, and they had second thoughts about 
internationalizing the whole of Palestine. Moreover, 
the Sykes-Picot Agreement respected neither the 
spirit nor the letter of the Hussayn-—McMahon 
correspondence. It was, in the words of one 
Palestinian observer, ‘a startling piece of double- 
dealing.’22 


How could the promises made to the Jews, the Arabs, 
and the French be reconciled? 

Sir Edward Grey, who had been the British Foreign 
Secretary from 1905 to 1916, admitted the inconsistency 
between the promises made to the Jews and the Arabs ina 
speech to the House of Lords in March 1923: 


A considerable number of these engagements, or 
some of them, which have not been officially made 
public by the Government, have become public 
through other sources. Whether all have become 
public | do not know, but | seriously suggest to the 
Government that the best way of clearing our honour 
in this matter is officially to publish the whole of the 
engagements relating to the matter, which we 
entered into during the war. If they are found to be 
not inconsistent with one another our honour is 
cleared. If they turn out to be inconsistent, | think it 
will be very much better that the amount, character 


and extent of the inconsistencies should be known, 
and that we should state frankly that, in the urgency 
of the war, engagements were entered into which 
were not entirely consistent with each other. 

| am sure that we cannot redeem our honour by 
covering up our engagements and pretending that 
there is no inconsistency, if there really is 
inconsistency. | am sure that the most honourable 
course will be to let it be known what the 
engagements are, and, if there is inconsistency, then 
to admit it frankly, and admitting that fact, and having 
enabled people to judge exactly what is the amount of 
the inconsistency, to consider what is the most fair 
and honourable way out of the impasse into which the 
engagements may have led us. Without comparing 
one engagement with another, I think that we are 
placed in considerable difficulty by the Balfour 
Declaration itself... It promised a Zionist home without 
prejudice to the civil and religious rights of the 
population of Palestine. A Zionist home, my Lords, 
undoubtedly means or implies a Zionist Government 
over the district in which the home is placed, and if 
ninety-three per cent of the population of Palestine 
are Arabs, | do not see how you can establish other 
than an Arab Government, without prejudice to their 
civil rights. That one sentence alone of the Balfour 
Declaration seems to me to involve, without 
overstating the case, very great difficulty of 
fulfilment. 


Sir John Chancellor, Britain’s High Commissioner in 
Palestine, in a memorandum to the British government in 
1930, concluded that the Declaration had been a ‘colossal 
blunder’ and went on: 


The facts of the situation are that in the dire straits of 
the war, the British Government made promises to the 
Arabs and promises to the Jews which are inconsistent 
with one another and are incapable of fulfilment.24 


The Peel Commission, set up in 1939 by the British 
government to investigate the causes of the Arab Revolt 
which began in 1936, was in no doubt that the promises 
made to the two sides were incompatible: 


Under the stress of the World War the British 
Government made promises to Arabs and Jews in 
order to obtain their support. On the strength of those 
promises both parties formed certain expectations... 
An irrepressible conflict has arisen between two 
national communities within the narrow bounds of one 
small country... There is no common ground between 
them... This conflict was inherent in the situation from 
the outset... We cannot - in Palestine as it is now - 
both concede the Arab claim of self-government and 
secure the establishment of the Jewish National 
Home... this conflict between the two obligations is all 
the more unfortunate because each of them, taken 
separately, accords with British sentiment and British 
interests.22 


How did Britain attempt to carry out these promises? 
In a secret memorandum submitted to the British cabinet in 
1919, Lord Balfour made it very clear that the British 
government had no intention of applying the principle of 
self-determination and allowing the Arabs in Palestine to 
decide their own future: 


Do we mean, in the case of Syria, to consult 
principally the wishes of the inhabitants? We mean 


nothing of the kind... The contradiction between the 
letter of the Covenant and the policy of the Allies is 
even more flagrant in the case of the ‘independent 
nation’ of Palestine than in that of the ‘independent 
nation’ of Syria. For in Palestine we do not propose 
even to go through the form of consulting the wishes 
of the present inhabitants of the country... The four 
great powers are committed to Zionism. And Zionism, 
be it right or wrong, good or bad, is rooted in age-long 
traditions, in present needs, in future hopes, of far 
profounder import than the desires and prejudices of 
the 700,000 Arabs who now inhabit that ancient 
land... In short, so far as Palestine is concerned, the 
Powers have made no statement of fact which is not 
admittedly wrong, and no declaration of policy which, 
at least in the letter, they have not always intended to 
violate. 


He made the same admission in a letter to David Lloyd 
George: 


The weak point of our position is of course that in the 
case of Palestine we deliberately and rightly decline to 
accept the principle of self-determination.24 


Erskine Childers, an Anglo-Irish journalist and writer, has 
described the frame of mind in which David Lloyd George, 
then the British Prime Minister, approached the question of 
Palestine at the Peace Conference in Versailles in 1919 
following the defeat of Germany and its allies in the First 
World War. His main concern was to do all he could to 
implement the Balfour Declaration: 


Lloyd George, without whose personal support the 
Balfour Declaration certainly could never have been 


obtained, was almost lyrical in his Welsh scriptural 
romanticism about Zionism. We know from documents 
that he had it fixed in his mind that he was being 
given the chance to recreate the Holy Land of the 
scriptures, as he constantly put it, ‘from Dan to 
Beersheba’. And if | may digress into greater detail for 
a moment, it is only because | think that what this led 
to provides both a fascinating and perhaps tormenting 
glimpse of the way in which our Western notions and 
emotions, played out in the hands of men wielding 
total military supremacy, have so gravely injured 
Arabs. 

In the first place, Foreign Office experts in London 
tried to explain very tactfully to the Prime Minister 
that there simply was no such place as Dan on any 
twentieth-century map of Palestine. It did not matter. 
It is a fact of documentary record that Lloyd George 
went to the Peace Conference at Versailles 
determined to draw upon the Palestine of 1919 
political boundaries for a new Hebrew State ‘from Dan 
to Beersheba’. It is a fact of documentary record that 
the Zionists themselves were placed in an extremely 
delicate situation over this; because they in fact 
wanted very much more territory than from Dan to 
Beersheba - they also wanted most of the Sinai 
Peninsula, all of Transjordan, the whole southern 
portion of what is today Lebanon, and all south- 
western Syria almost to the edge of Damascus. Yet 
the Prime Minister on whose enthusiasm they so 
counted kept on saying ‘Dan to Beersheba’, like a kind 
of ritual incantation... 

| believe that | can state with a degree of absolute, 
mathematical certainty, that no other indigenous 
people in this century has been disposed of by 
European Powers and a European settler movement 
on the basis of a map reputedly showing the area of a 


tribal kingdom that had briefly existed there 3,000 
years earlier. To come upon these facts in the sober 
archives of twentieth-century government is to have 
one’s brain reel and - in my case at least - to be filled 
with a sense of shame.22 


Elizabeth Monroe, in Britain’s Moments in the Middle East, 
gave this assessment of the Balfour Declaration: 


Measured by British interests alone, it is one of the 
greatest mistakes in our imperial history.3€ 


In the end, therefore, British and French promises to the 
Arabs were totally disregarded, and the Versailles Peace 
Conference gave Britain the Mandate for Palestine, and 

France the Mandate for Syria. 


2.6 The role of the United Nations 


How did the UN come to accept the plan that was put 
forward in 1947? What was the background? 


David Hirst describes some of the diplomacy that prepared 
the way for the acceptance of the Partition Plan (see 1.13): 


The United Nations, to which a despairing Britain had 
handed over the whole problem, ruled in favour of 
partition. That vote was a story of violence in itself - 
albeit diplomatic violence - in which the United States 
went to the most extraordinary lengths of backstage 
manipulation on behalf of its Zionist protégés. 
Partition went against the better judgment of many of 
those nations which cast their vote in favour of it. 
America too - at least its State Department officials 
who knew something about the Middle East - had 
grave misgivings. But the White House, which knew a 


good deal less, overruled them. It sanctioned what a 
deeply distressed James Forrestal, the Secretary of 
Defense, described as ‘coercion and duress on other 
nations’ which ‘bordered on scandal’. President 
Truman warned one of his secretaries that he would 
demand a full explanation if nations which normally 
lined up with the United States failed to do so on 
Palestine. Governments which opposed partition, 
governments which could not make up their minds, 
were swayed by the most unorthodox arguments. The 
Firestone Tyre and Rubber Company, with plantations 
in Liberia, brought pressure to bear on the Liberian 
Government. It was hinted to Latin American 
delegates that their vote for partition would greatly 
increase the chances of a pan-American road project. 
The Philippines, at first passionately opposed to 
partition, ended up ignominiously in favour of it: they 
had too much at stake in seven bills awaiting the 
approval of Congress. Important Americans were 
persuaded to ‘talk’ to various governments which 
could not afford the loss of American good will.24 


President Truman had earlier admitted that he was under 
strong pressure from Jewish voters in the USA. In an address 
to American ambassadors to Arab countries in 1945, he 
said: 


I am sorry, gentlemen, but | have to answer to 
hundreds of thousands who are anxious for the 
success of Zionism; | do not have hundreds of 
thousands of Arabs among my constituents.22 


In his memoirs he speaks of the intense pressure put on him 
in 1947 by Zionists who wanted the USA to support the 


resolution recommending the establishment of the State of 
Israel: 


The facts were that not only were there pressure 
movements around the United Nations unlike anything 
that had been seen there before but that the White 
House, too, was subject to a constant barrage. | do 
not think that | ever had so much pressure and 
propaganda aimed at the White House as | had in this 
instance. The persistence of a few of the extreme 
Zionist leaders - actuated by political motives and 
engaging in political threats - disturbed and annoyed 
me. Some were even suggesting that we pressure 
sovereign nations into favorable votes in the General 
Assembly.22 


What did the Jews and the Arabs think of the plan? 
David Hirst sums up Jewish and Arab reactions: 


For the Zionists the Partition Plan ranked, as a charter 
of legitimacy, with the Balfour Declaration which, in 
their view, it superseded and fulfilled. Certainly, it was 
a no less partisan document. Palestine comprises 
some 10,000 square miles. Of this, the Arabs were to 
retain 4,300 square miles while the Jews, who 
represented one-third of the population and owned 
some six per cent of the land, were allotted 5,700 
square miles. The Jews also got the better land; they 
were to have the fertile coastal belt while the Arabs 
were to make do, for the most part, with the hills. Yet 
it was not the size of the area allotted to the Jews 
which pleased them - indeed, they regarded it as the 
‘irreducible minimum’ which they could accept - it 
was rather the fact of statehood itself. Conversely it 
was not merely the size of the area they were to lose, 


it was the loss of land, sovereignty and an antique 
heritage that angered the Arabs. The Partition Plan 
legitimized what had been, on any but the most 
partisan interpretation of the Balfour Declaration and 
the Mandate, illegitimately acquired. The past was, as 
it were, wiped out. Overnight, the comity of nations 
solemnly laid the foundations of a new moral order by 
which the Jews, the great majority of whom had been 
in Palestine less than thirty years, were deemed to 
have claims equal, indeed superior, to those of the 
Arabs who had lived there from time immemorial.£2 


Maxime Rodinson, a French Jew, formerly Professor of Old 
Ethiopic and Old South Arabian languages at the Sorbonne 
in Paris, explains how the UN Partition Plan was received by 
the Arab states: 


For the Arab masses, the acceptance of the UN 
resolutions meant an unconditional surrender to a 
European Diktat, of the same kind as the capitulation 
of black or yellow kings in the nineteenth century to 
the gunboats which had fired shots on their palaces. 

European countries had supported colonists with 
the intention of gaining control of part of the national 
territory. During the period when the native population 
could have forced out these colonists easily enough, 
they had been prevented from reacting by the British 
police and the British army, who had received their 
mandate from the nations of Europe and America. 
Their reaction was also morally hamstrung by the 
fallacious assurance that what was going on was no 
more than the peaceful settlement of a number of 
unfortunate people with no evil intentions, who in any 
case would remain in the minority. 


When the real concerns of the colonists became 
known publicly and when it became evident how they 
had gradually developed collective strength under the 
protection of the mandate, the European and 
American world wanted to force the Arabs to accept 
the fait accompli (for all their internal differences, all 
following the same line, from the socialist Soviet 
Union to the ultra-capitalist USA). 

For the Arabs, the aftermath of the Second World 
War was a bitter repetition of the deception of the 
First. Once again, people had made all kinds of 
promises to them in order to secure their collaboration 
or at least their neutrality. But after the war was won, 
the promises were broken by a malevolent 
confederacy of Europeans, agreed in their rich 
nations’ complicity against the people that had had 
confidence in them. 

Did not the 1922 Mandate stipulate that ‘there 
should be no infringement of the rights and the 
position of other parts of the population’ 
(euphemistically called non-Jews)? Had not the 
American Presidents Roosevelt and Truman promised 
Ibn Saud, in their letters of 5 April 1945 and 28 
October 1946, that they would not make any decision 
about Palestine without full consultation with the 
Arabs and the Jews, and that nothing would be 
resolved which went against Arab interests? 

All these promises were now broken. There was not 
an Arab who could openly contradict the statement 
made by the Arab High Committee: ‘Any attempt by 
the Jews or any other group of powers to set up a 
Jewish state on Arab territory is an act of oppression 
which will be met with force on grounds of justified 
self-defence.& 


How are we to explain the role played by the great 
powers in the passing of the Partition Plan? 

The British Council of Churches Report entitled Towards 
Understanding the Arab-Israeli Conflict explains how the 
Holocaust influenced world opinion: 


The most significant and terrible action by an outside 
power which contributed to the establishing of the 
State of Israel (and consequently the Arab-Israeli 
conflict) was the Holocaust in Europe. It was the 
experience of persecution in Europe, culminating in 
the Nazi attack on the Jews, which gave the longings 
for a state practical form. Persecution amounting to 
threatened genocide motivated the Jews to make a 
life or death attempt to create a state of their own. 
The European Holocaust precipitated an irresistible 
surge of world opinion and support and put what the 
major powers of the day (though not the Arabs) 
regarded as an undeniable authority behind the claim 
to the land. 

The Yad Vashem museum, memorial to the victims 
of the Holocaust, reminds all who visit it of the 
dreadful details. ‘Yad Vashem’ is a quotation from 
Isaiah 56, verse 5; it means a ‘place - or a memorial - 
and a name’ and it commemorates those millions of 
victims who in death by gas, or bullet or hanging had 
neither memorial nor name. Its grim stone, 
monochrome photographs and shelves full of the 
books which record the names of the dead, still being 
added to as more details become known, leave one 
aware of how once Europe treated its Jews, and of 
their determination never to leave their fate to others 
again.©2 


Edward W. Said, a Palestinian-American, who was 
Professor of Comparative Literature at Columbia University 
in the USA until his death in 2003, sums up the role of the 
great powers in the fulfilment of the vision of Zionism in the 
following words: 


For indeed it was the world that made the success of 
Zionism possible, and it was Zionism’s sense of the 
world as supporter and audience that played a 
considerable practical role in the struggle for 
Palestine. 


The Quaker Report of 1970, The Search for Peace in the 
Middle East, points out how the Palestinian Arabs feel that 
they have had to suffer for the sins of the great powers of 
the ‘Christian West’: 


How many of the Jews who went to Palestine in the 
1930s and 1940s would have migrated to some other 
country if they had been given encouragement cannot 
be known. In any case, the Christian West was able to 
escape in large measure from its accumulated 
centuries of anti-Semitic guilt, by co-operating with 
the dedicated Zionist leadership in helping displaced 
Jews find refuge in a predominantly Arab land. 

At the time the UN Partition Plan was adopted, the 
Jewish third of the population of Palestine owned 
about 6 per cent of the land. The Arab two-thirds of 
the population owned about a third of the land, and 
felt they had good claim on that major portion of 
public lands listed as Government domain. At partition 
the Palestinian Arabs saw themselves being forced to 
give up much of their lands, private and communal, to 
Jewish settlers as part of a grand-scale international 
effort at restitution and compensation to the Jews. The 


Palestinian Arabs, a Semitic and largely Muslim 
people, concluded that they were being required to 
pay for the anti-Semitic sins of the Christian West. 

This is obviously a simplified and only partial 
explanation of how the Zionist movement and the 
present State of Israel came to gain broad Western 
support, but it will be impossible to understand 
current Arab attitudes apart from this unflattering 
interpretation of why the United States and Western 
Europe gave support to the creation of Israel and have 
continued to support it. In fact, some Arabs came to 
feel that in Western nations pro-Zionism for Jews 
abroad was the natural corollary of continued anti- 
Semitism at home.& 


2.7 Partition and war (1948-49) 


How did the Jews and Arabs prepare for partition? 


Denys Baly describes how both the Jews and the Arabs 
prepared for the implementation of the UN Partition Plan in 
May 1948: 


There seems little point in spending much time upon 
the question of whether the Arabs were the 
aggressors in 1948, except that it is an accusation 
which the Arabs themselves resent bitterly. Anyone 
who lived in Palestine during the last five years of the 
Mandate and had the good fortune to be intimate with 
both Arabs and Jews could not but be aware that both 
sides had every intention of fighting, if necessary. The 
Jewish preparations, as one might expect of them, 
were better organized, more thorough and more 
efficient, and had been going on for a longer time 
than those of the Arabs, who do not normally exhibit 
efficiency as one of their virtues.©> 


David Ben-Gurion frequently stated his expectation that 
the Arabs would be expelled from their land by the Jews on 
partition: 


We should adopt a system of aggressive defence. 
With every Arab attack we should be ready to reply 
with a decisive blow, destroy the site, or expel the 
inhabitants and take their place.2& 


My approach to the solution of the question of the 
Arabs in the Jewish state is their transfer to Arab 
countries... compulsory transfer will clear for us vast 
territories. | support compulsory transfer. | do not see 
anything immoral in it.©4 


He later summed up what the Jewish underground group 
known as the Haganah had achieved before partition: 


Until the British left, no Jewish settlement, however 
remote, was entered or seized by the Arabs, while the 
Haganah... captured many Arab positions and 
liberated Tiberias and Haifa, Jaffa and Safad... So, on 
the day of destiny, that part of Palestine where the 
Haganah could operate was almost clear of Arabs.£8 


Benny Morris describes the aim of the Haganah’s ‘Plan D’, 
which was originally intended to be carried out in May 1948 
when the British were withdrawing, but was brought forward 
to April: 


Its aim was to take over strategic areas vacated by 
the British, gain control of the main towns and the 
internal lines of communication, and secure the 
emergent state’s border areas in preparation for the 
expected invasion by the Arab armies. 


Implementation in effect meant crushing the 
Palestinian Arabs’ military power and subduing their 
urban neighbourhoods and rural settlements in the 
areas earmarked for Jewish statehood. The various 
areas held by the Haganah were to be soldered 
together by conquest of those lying in between into a 
single geographic-political-military continuum. Blocs 
of settlements outside the statehood areas - such as 
the Etzion Bloc and Nahariya - were also to be 
secured and linked up. Brigade and battalion 
commanders were given permission to raze or empty 
and mine hostile or potentially hostile Arab villages.©2 


It is frequently said that when the British withdrew in May 
1948 and the State of Israel was established, all the 
neighbouring Arab countries invaded with the aim of 
destroying the Jewish state. This has been shown to be an 
over-simplification, since each Arab country had different 
motives of its own. Jordan did not want to prevent the 
establishment of Israel, but rather to extend its own control 
over the West Bank and to prevent the establishment of a 
Palestinian state there. The different motives of the invading 
Arab armies are explained by Arno J. Mayer: 


The attack by the five Arab states, despite their anti- 
Zionism, was not a jihad intended to drive the Jews 
into the sea. Only the Grand Mufti, chief of the 
Palestine national movement, thought in such 
eschatological terms, and he was scorned and 
ostracized by both Farouk and Abdallah [kings of 
Egypt and Jordan]. Although the Arab leader exploited 
endemic anti-imperialist nationalism to justify the 
decision for war, their chief reason for the Egyptian- 
driven intervention was not to leave the field to 
Abdallah, who probably intended to extend his reign 


over Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine. At his own and 
Baghdad's insistence, Abdallah became supreme 
commander of the Arab armies, whose most proficient 
formation was Jordan’s Legion: under British 
command and with London’s blessing -and Ben- 
Gurion’s awareness - it was not supposed to advance 
beyond the West Bank. The Arab League’s principal 
field army crossed the Jordan River not to strangle the 
new-born Jewish state, but to grab the Arab part of 
Palestine for annexation to Transjordan, in the process 
aborting the birth of a Palestinian state, with Israel’s 
connivance.22 


Edward Said describes how Palestinians have understood 
the real policies of Israel’s leaders when he spoke about 


how deeply, how thoroughly, and how determinedly 
Israeli politicians, military men, and intellectuals 
continued well after 1948 to prosecute the same 
policy of trying to get rid of the Palestinians, either by 
actual transfer, by massacre (as in Kafr Qasim), or by 
forcing submission on them as a whole. The entire 
idea has always therefore been to reduce the 
Palestinians’ actuality to nil, to efface Palestinians as a 
people with legitimate rights, to render them alien in 
their own land. And indeed Israel has so far succeeded 
in its own mind.2 


What kind of atrocities were committed before and 
after partition? 

Menachem Begin, a former leader of the Irgun, the other 
main group of the Jewish underground, described in detail 
the objectives which they set for themselves in the months 
between January and March 1948: 


In the months preceding the Arab invasion... we 
continued to make sallies into the Arab area. In the 
early days of 1948, we were explaining to our officers 
and men, however, that this was not enough... It was 
clear to us that even the most daring sallies carried 
out by partisan troops would never be able to decide 
the issue. Our hope lay in gaining control of territory. 
At the end of January 1948, at a meeting of the 
Command of the Irgun in which the planning section 
participated, we outlined four strategic objectives: (1) 
Jerusalem, (2) Jaffa, (3) the Lydda-Ramleh plain, (4) 
the Triangle [the towns of Nablus, Jenin, and Tulkarm], 
comprising the bulk of the non-desert area west of 


Jordan.4 


Benny Morris describes the blowing up of the King David 
Hotel in Jerusalem on 22 July 1946, by the IZL (Irgun Z’vai 
Leumi): 


Without coordinating with the Haganah, sappers 
placed a number of bomb-laden milk containers in the 
basement of the King David Hotel in Jerusalem, which 
served as a British military and administrative 
headquarters. The resulting explosion, which 
demolished an entire wing of the building and killed 
ninety-one people - Britons, Arabs, and Jews - was the 
biggest terrorist action in the organization’s history. 
The IZL subsequently claimed it had given the 
occupants ample warning, but they had failed to 
evacuate the building; the British maintained that no 
such warning had been issued. 


This is Morris’s account of the massacre of the Palestinian 
village of Deir Yassin: 


The attack, on the morning of 9 April, was carried out 
with the prior approval of, and in cooperation with, the 
Jerusalem command of the Haganah. Some 130 IZL 
and LHI [the Lohamei Herut Israel, Lebi or the Stern 
Gang] fighters took part. During the battle, Haganah 
machine-gunners stationed nearby supplied covering 
fire, and two Palmah squads in armoured cars joined 
in the actual battle. Palmah squads also helped 
evacuate the wounded, and the Haganah helped the 
combatants with ammunition. 

The advance through the village proved far more 
difficult than anticipated. By its end the IZL and LHI 
had suffered five dead and more than thirty wounded 
- or more than one quarter of the attacking force. The 
units, pinned down by sniper fire, advanced slowly, 
throwing grenades through windows and dynamiting 
house after house. Much of the population, including 
most of the able-bodied males, fled. Soon after the 
start of the battle an IZL armoured truck with a 
loudspeaker began calling on the villagers to lay down 
their arms and flee. But the truck got stuck in a ditch 
some thirty metres from the village and apparently 
went unheard. 

Deir Yassin is remembered not just as a military 
operation, but rather for the atrocities committed by 
the IZL and LHI troops during and immediately after 
the drawn-out battle: Whole families were riddled with 
bullets and grenade fragments and buried when 
houses were blown up on top of them; men, women, 
and children were mowed down as they emerged from 
houses; individuals were taken aside and shot. At the 
end of the battle, groups of old men, women, and 
children were trucked through West Jerusalem’s 
streets in a kind of ‘victory parade’ and then dumped 
in (Arab) East Jerusalem. 


According to Jerusalem Shai commander Levy 
(reporting on 12 April), ‘the conquest of the village 
was Carried out with great cruelty. Whole families - 
women, old people, children - were killed, and there 
were piles of dead [in various places]...’ 

The Jewish Agency and the Haganah leadership 
immediately condemned the massacre. Deir Yassin 
became the one Jewish atrocity that it was permissible 
to write about - and to condemn. The Haganah made 
great efforts to hide its part in the operation, and 
during the following decades, Menachem Begin’s 
Herut Party and its successor, the Likud, were 
continually berated for Deir Yassin in internal Israeli 
political squabbling. And over the years, the incident 
came to be used in Arab propaganda to blacken the 
name of the Yishuv as a whole. 

During the next three days a variety of outsiders - 
Israeli doctors, Haganah officers, a Red Cross 
representative named Jacques de Reynier - visited the 
village to investigate. All saw bullet-riddled, 
sometimes charred bodies of men, women, and 
children. In 1948 participants, observers and 
journalists wrote that as many as 254 villagers were 
killed that day. Everyone had an interest in publicizing 
a high Arab casualty figure: the Haganah, to tarnish 
the IZL and LHI; the Arabs and British, to blacken the 
Jews; the IZL and LHI, to provoke terror and frighten 
Arabs into fleeing the country. Recent Arab and Jewish 
investigations, and supporting interviews, however, 
suggest that these numbers were an exaggeration 
and that the real number of Arab dead was 100-110. 

Deir Yassin had a profound political and 
demographic effect. Despite a formal Jewish Agency 
Executive letter of apology and explanation to King 
Abdullah, the incident seemed to push Jordan into the 
arms of those pressing for direct intervention by the 


Arab states, and to undermine the secret Yishuv- 
Abdullah agreement. It may also have contributed to 
the decision of leaders of other nations - principally 
Egypt - to join the fray. Certainly the news enraged 
Arab fighting men, and ‘Deir Yassin!’ became a 
rallying cry for combatants bent on revenge. 

At the same time, however, the news of what had 
happened - extensively covered and exaggerated in 
the Arab media for weeks - had a profoundly 
demoralizing effect on the Palestinian Arabs and was 
a major factor in their massive flight during the 
following weeks and months. The IDF [Israeli Defence 
Forces] Intelligence Service called Deir Yassin ‘a 
decisive accelerating factor’ in the general Arab 
exodus.4 


The Arabs sought avenge what happened in the village of 
Deir Yassin by attacking a Jewish convoy on its way to Mount 
Scopus in Jerusalem: 


The affair had an immediate and brutal aftermath. On 
13 April, Arab militiamen from Jerusalem and 
surrounding villages attacked a ten-vehicle convoy of 
mostly unarmed lecturers, nurses and doctors on their 
way to the Hadassah Hospital-Hebrew University 
Campus on Mount Scopus. (The convoy was also 
carrying two IZL fighters who had been wounded at 
Deir Yassin.) Four vehicles, including two packed 
buses, were trapped. For hours the British refrained 
from intervening and warned the Haganah not to do 
so. Three Palmah armoured Cars arrived on the scene 
but were overwhelmed by the ambushers. The 
shooting continued for more than six hours, the Arabs 
eventually dousing the armoured buses with gasoline 
and setting them alight. When the British finally 


intervened, more than seventy Jews had died. Deir 
Yassin and the death of ‘Abd al-Qadir had been 
avenged.” 


Why did so many Arabs leave their homes? 
I.F. Stone, an American Jewish journalist who was 
decorated by the Irgun in 1948: 


The argument that the refugees ran away ‘voluntarily’ 
or because their leaders urged them to do so until 
after the fighting was over, not only rests on a myth 
but is irrelevant. Have refugees no right to return? 
Have German Jews no right to recover their properties 
because they had to flee? 

Jewish terrorism, not only by the Irgun in such 
savage massacres as Deir Yassin, but in milder forms 
by the Haganah itself, ‘encouraged’ Arabs to leave 
areas the Jews wished to take over for strategic or 
demographic reasons. They tried to make as much of 
Israel as free of Arabs as possible.“& 


Benny Morris plays down the idea of deliberate intent on 
the part of the Jews to expel Arabs from their homes: 


The Palestinian refugee problem was born of war, not 
by design, Jewish or Arab. It was largely a by-product 
of Arab and Jewish fears and of the protracted, bitter 
fighting that characterized the first Israeli-Arab war; in 
smaller part, it was the deliberate creation of Jewish 
and Arab military commanders and politicians. 


Norman Finkelstein is critical of Morris’s conclusion, 
suggesting that the evidence presented by Morris himself 
actually supports a different conclusion: 


| suggest that Morris’s own evidence points to the 
conclusion that Palestine’s Arabs were expelled 
systematically and with premeditation. 


Finkelstein’s conclusions are supported by what several 
involved in the operations wrote after the event. When 
Yitzhak Rabin, for example, was asked by Yigal Allon what 
to do with the Arab inhabitants of Lydda, the reply was 
‘Expel them’. Later Rabin wrote: 


‘Driving out’ is a term with a harsh ring. 
Psychologically, this was one of the most difficult 
actions we undertook. The population of Lod did not 
leave willingly. There was no way of avoiding the use 
of force and warning shots in order to make the 
inhabitants march the ten or fifteen miles to the point 
where they met up with the Legion. The inhabitants of 
Ramleh watched and learned the lesson. Their leaders 
agreed to be evacuated voluntarily.2 


Joseph Weitz, Director of the Lands Department of the 
Jewish National Fund, writing in his diary on 11 January 1948 
concerning Arab tenant farmers in two villages in a 
predominantly Jewish area in the north of Palestine: 


Is it not now the time to be rid of them? Why continue 
to keep in our midst these thorns at the time when 
they pose a danger to us?22 


Writing his diary on 21 April 1948: 


Our army is steadily conquering Arab villages and 
their inhabitants are afraid and flee like mice. You 
have no idea what happened in the Arab villages. It is 
enough that during the night several shells will whistle 


over them and they flee for their lives. Villages are 
steadily emptying and if we continue on this course - 
and we shall certainly do so as our strength increases 
- then villages will empty of their inhabitants.24 


Yigal Allon, one of the main heroes of the war of 1948, 
later recorded in the Book of Palmah some of the tactics 
which he and other Jews used in the months before the UN 
Partition Plan was due to come into effect: 


There were left before us only five days, before the 
threatening date, 15 May. We saw a need to clean the 
inner Galilee and to create a Jewish territorial 
succession in the entire area of the upper Galilee. The 
long battles had weakened our forces, and before us 
stood great duties of blocking the routes of the Arab 
invasion. We therefore looked for means which did not 
force us into employing force, in order to cause the 
tens of thousands of sulky Arabs who remained in 
Galilee to flee, for in case of an Arab invasion these 
were likely to strike us from the rear. We tried to use a 
tactic which took advantage of the impression created 
by the fall of Safed and the [Arab] defeat in the area 
which was cleaned by Operation Metateb - a tactic 
which worked miraculously well. 

| gathered all of the Jewish mukhtars, who have 
contact with Arabs in different villages, and asked 
them to whisper in the ears of some Arabs, that a 
great Jewish reinforcement has arrived in Galilee and 
that it is going to burn all of the villages of the Huleh. 
They should suggest to these Arabs, as their friends, 
to escape while there is still time. And the rumours 
spread in all the areas of the Huleh that it is time to 
flee. The flight numbered myriads. The tactic reached 
its goal completely. The building of the police station 


at Halsa fell into our hands without a shot. The wide 
areas were cleaned, the danger was taken away from 
the transportation routes and we could organize 
ourselves for the invaders along the borders, without 
worrying about the rear. 


Allon admitted that if the Arab armies had not invaded, the 
Jews would have seized even more territory than they in fact 
did before the final ceasefire in early 1949: 


There would have been no stop to the expansion of 
the forces of Haganah who could have, with the same 
drive, reached the natural borders of western Israel, 
because in this stage most of the local enemy forces 
were paralysed.84 


Chaim Weizmann, speaking later about the fighting which 
took place between 1948 and 1949, described its results in 
the following terms: 


It was a miraculous clearing of the land: the 
miraculous simplification of Israel’s task.83 


The most detailed documentation of what happened to the 
Arabs is given by Elan Pappé, an Israeli historian, in his 
The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine, published in 2006. In the 
Preface he summarizes how the plan was conceived and 
carried out in the headquarters of the Haganah in Tel Aviv: 


In this building, on a cold Wednesday afternoon 10 
March 1948, a group of eleven men, veteran Zionist 
leaders together with young military Jewish officers, 
put the final touches to a plan for the ethnic cleansing 
of Palestine. That same evening, military orders were 
dispatched to the units on the ground to prepare for 


the systematic expulsion of the Palestinians from vast 
areas of the country. The orders came with a detailed 
description of the methods to be employed to forcibly 
evict the people: large-scale intimidation; laying siege 
to and bombarding villages and population centres; 
setting fire to homes, properties and goods; expulsion; 
demolition; and, finally, planting mines among the 
rubble to prevent any of the expelled inhabitants from 
returning. Each unit was issued with its own list of 
villages and neighbourhoods as the targets of this 
master plan. Codenamed Plan D (Dalet in Hebrew), 
this was the fourth and final version of the less 
substantiated plans that outlined the fate the Zionists 
had in store for Palestine and consequently for its 
native population. The previous three schemes had 
articulated only obscurely how the Zionist leadership 
contemplated dealing with the presence of so many 
Palestinians living in the land the Jewish national 
movement coveted as its own. This fourth and last 
blueprint spelled it out clearly and unambiguously: the 
Palestinians had to go. In the words of one of the first 
historians to note the significance of that plan, Simha 
Flapan, ‘The military campaign against the Arabs, 
including the “conquest and destruction of the rural 
areas” was Set forth in the Haganah’s Plan Dalet.’ The 
aim of the plan was in fact the destruction of both the 
rural and urban areas of Palestine. 

... this plan was both the inevitable product of the 
Zionist ideological impulse to have an exclusively 
Jewish presence in Palestine, and a response to 
developments on the ground once the British cabinet 
had decided to end the mandate. Clashes with local 
Palestinian militias provided the perfect context and 
pretext for implementing the ideological vision on 
retaliation against Palestinian attacks in February 
1947, and it transformed into an initiative to 


ethnically cleanse the country as a whole in March 
1948 84 


2.8 Israel’s self-perception 


How do Jews in Israel express the philosophy of the 
state? 


David Ben-Gurion, speaking about the Law of Return in 
1951: 


It [Israel] is not a state for its citizens alone, but for 
the whole Jewish people, for every Jew whoever he be, 
who chooses to live in his homeland, who chooses 
Israeli independence in preference to life in the 
Diaspora. The peculiar sign that singles out the State 
of Israel and fixes its central mission, the Zionist- 
Jewish mission, is the ‘Law of Return’, the foundation 
scroll of the rights of the Jewish people in Israel. This 
law has its origins in the Declaration of Independence 
of 14 May 1948, which says ‘The State of Israel shall 
be open to immigration and to the Ingathering of the 
Exiles’. It may be said that for that purpose the State 
was founded. The Law of Return establishes that it is 
not the State that confers upon the Jew abroad the 
right to settle in Israel, this right being inherent in his 
being a Jew, if he only has the desire to join the 
population of the State.22 


Abba Eban, a former Israeli Foreign Minister and 
ambassador in Washington, writing in An Autobiography 
(1978): 


Zionism and Israel made great promises to the Jewish 
people. They may even have promised too much. 
There has always been a Utopian element in our 


national movement. The higher the expectation, the 
greater the possibility of disappointment. We have 
restored our nation’s pride. We have given the Jewish 
people a renewed sense of its collective creativity. We 
have created a sanctuary in which our special legacy 
can be preserved and enlarged. We have taken Jewish 
history out of provincialism and caused it to flow into 
the mainstream of human culture. We have given 
mankind a special communication of social originality 
and intellectual vitality. We have revealed an immense 
power of Jewish recuperation. Above all, we have 
fulfilled our human vocation by redeeming hundreds 
of thousands of our kinsmen from sterility, humiliation 
and death. So Israel has no cause for comprehensive 
apology. It is a society inspired by a positive vision, a 
nation in which tomorrow is more vivid than 
yesterday, and in which it seems more important to 
build than to destroy... it is in Israel alone that the Jew 
can face the world in his own authentic image, and 
not as a footnote in the story of other societies. It is 
only as a nation in its own soil, its own tongue and its 
own faith that the Jewish people can hear what it has 
to hear, say what it has to say - do what it has to 
do.86 


Moshe Davis, Executive Director of the Office of Britain’s 
Chief Rabbi, in the book / am a Jew (1978): 


Israel is the only country in the world which is a Jewish 
country, and where the majority of the citizens are 
Jewish. The mere fact of its existence causes many 
Jews to sleep more peacefully in their beds. It 
represents an ultimate asylum, should it be needed. 
And few Jews would ever categorically guarantee that 
Jews - in any country - will always live where they are 


safely. They would not rule out as absurd the 
possibility that, one day, they or their children might 
indeed buy that air ticket, for whatever reasons. The 
uncertainty of the Jew in the world - even in the 
closing decades of the twentieth century - is still a 
very real factor in determining Jewish attitudes 
towards Israel. 

| know that when | went to visit the State of Israel 
for the first time twenty-seven years ago [i.e. 1951] (I 
was the first of my family for many generations to do 
so), | felt that | was returning home for myself and 
also for countless others before me whose great 
dream it was to see the Land but who were never so 
privileged. | have been back many times since, and 
each time | find there is something special about it. | 
always find it an emotional and spiritual experience, a 
return to roots, drinking from the ancient wells of my 
tradition and my history. 

The religious aspect of the contemporary Jewish 
State - notwithstanding its many real problems - 
seems to have Biblical undertones. A measure of 
prophetic fulfilment is apparent in its achievements. 
The Hebrew language has been revived. A unique 
system of social justice embraces the total living 
system of that quarter of a million of its inhabitants 
who live in the Kibbutzim and co-operative 
settlements. Israel has become the home of one-fifth 
of the Jewish people. The country has resisted the 
combined and repeated attacks of all its neighbours to 
destroy it. Half a million of its Jewish population derive 
from the backward countries of the Middle East, 
whose civilizations are several hundred years behind 
the West. They have been absorbed into the modern, 
twentieth-century culture and technology of Israel.24 


One of those present during the independence ceremony 
(14 May 1948) was Golda Meir, who later recalled how, 
when Ben-Gurion spoke the words ‘the State of Israel’, 


my eyes filled with tears and my hands shook. We 
have done it. We had brought the Jewish state into 
existence - and I, Golda Mabovitch Meyerson, had 
lived to see the day. Whatever price any of us would 
have to pay for it, we had recreated the Jewish 
national home. 

The long exile was over. From this day on, we would 
no longer live on sufferance in the land of our 
forefathers. Now we were a nation like other nations, 
masters - for the first time in twenty centuries - of our 
own destiny. The dream had come true - too late to 
save those who had perished in the Holocaust, but not 
too late for the generations to come.88 


Moshe Dayan, describing his feelings on hearing of the 
1947 UN Resolution partitioning the country: 


The UN decision recognizing Israel’s right to statehood 
was an historic event. The successful passage of the 
resolution represented an enormous political 
achievement, in which Ben-Gurion had played the 
major role. However, underlying our expression of joy 
was a far deeper emotion, one that | felt as a Jew - 
indeed, more as a Jew than I had ever known before. | 
felt in my bones the victory of Judaism, which for 
2,000 years of exile from the Land of Israel had 
withstood persecutions, the Spanish Inquisition, 
pogroms, anti-Jewish decrees, restrictions, and the 
mass Slaughter by the Nazis in our own generation, 
and had reached the fulfilment of its age-old yearning 
- the return to a free and independent Zion.22 


How do non-Jews who are sympathetic towards Israel 
explain and defend its ideals? 

W. Laqueur, writing in one of the standard histories of 
Zionism: 


The Arab-Jewish conflict was inevitable, given the fact 
that Zionism wanted to build more than a cultural 
centre in Palestine. Nor is it certain that a cultural 
centre would not have encountered Arab resistance. 
Zionism, the transplantation of hundreds of thousands 
of Jews, was bound to effect a radical change in 
Palestine, as a result of which the Palestinian Arabs 
were bound to suffer. It was not the Arabs’ fault that 
the Jews were persecuted in Europe, that they had 
awakened to the fact that they wanted again to be a 
nation and therefore needed a state in the country in 
which they had lived 2,000 years before. 

The effects of Zionism on the Arabs should not be 
belittled. The fact that they derived economic and 
other benefits from Jewish immigration is immaterial 
in this context. This is not to say that Zionism was 
bound to result in the evacuation or expulsion of 
many Palestinian Arabs from Palestine. Had the Arabs 
accepted the Peel Plan in 1937, the Jewish state would 
have been restricted to the coastal plain between Tel 
Aviv and Haifa. Had they not rejected the UN partition 
of 1947, most of Palestine would still have remained 
in their hands. The Arab thesis of inevitable Zionist 
expansion is a case of self-fulfilling prophecy: the 
Arabs did everything in their power to make their 
prophecy come true, by choosing the road of armed 
resistance - and losing. The Zionist movement and 
the yishuv [the Jewish community in Palestine] 
matured in the struggle against the Arab national 
movement. Eventually it reached the conclusion that 


it was pointless to seek Arab agreement and that it 
could achieve its aims only against the Arabs. 

Arab intransigence was the natural reaction of a 
people unwilling to share its country with another. For 
European Jewry the issue was not an abstract one of 
preserving a historical connection, religious and 
national ties. With the rise of Hitler it became a 
question of life or death, and they felt no pangs of 
conscience: the danger facing the Jews was physical 
extinction. The worst fate that could befall the Arabs 
was the partition of Palestine and minority status for 
some Arabs in the Jewish state. Zionism is guilty no 
doubt of many sins of commission and omission in its 
policy on the Arab question. But whichever way one 
looks at it, the conflict on immigration and settlement 
could not have been evaded since the basis for a 
compromise did not exist. Zionism could and should 
have paid more attention to Arab grievances and 
aspirations. But despite all concessions in the cultural 
or economic field, the Arabs would still have opposed 
immigration with an eye to the inevitable 
consequences of mass immigration. 

Seen from the Arab point of view, Zionism was an 
aggressive movement, Jewish immigration an 
invasion. Zionists are guilty of having behaved like 
other peoples - only with some delay due to historical 
circumstances. Throughout history nation-states have 
not come into existence as the result of peaceful 
development and legal contracts. They developed 
from invasions, colonization, violence and armed 
struggle. It was the historical tragedy of Zionism that 
it appeared on the international scene when there 
were no longer empty spaces on the world map. 
Wherever the Jews would have chosen to settle, they 
would have sooner or later come into conflict with the 
native population. The creation of nation-states meant 


the perpetration of acts of injustice. The native 
population was either absorbed and assimilated or it 
was decimated or expelled. The expulsion of ten 
million Germans from Eastern Europe was almost 
immediately accepted as an established fact by the 
outside world and those unwilling to put up with it 
were denounced as revanchists and war-mongers. 
Given the realities of Soviet power, it was clear that 
the new order in eastern Europe could not be 
challenged except through a new world war. But 
Zionism was not in a position of such strength, nor 
was there a danger of world war. Hence the fact that 
the territorial changes in eastern Europe have been 
accepted as irreversible, while those in the Middle 
East continue to be challenged by many.22 


A resolution of the General Assembly of the United Nations 
on 10 November 1975 condemned Zionism as ‘a form of 
racism and racial discrimination’. The Ecumenical 
Theological Research Fraternity in Israel responded 
immediately by issuing an appeal to churches around the 
world, in which it attempted to explain and defend Zionism 
against this criticism: 


Christians should be aware that Zionism, far from 
being itself a racist movement, was for most Jews the 
only viable answer to anti-Jewish racism culminating 
in the destruction of European Jewry during the Nazi 
Holocaust. Christians have to acknowledge that the 
Church’s age-long teaching of contempt for the Jewish 
people, and the long history of Christian anti-Jewish 
practices, have in a large measure contributed to the 
perpetration of terrible crimes against Jews. 
Recognizing this fact, the least that Christians can do 


is to attempt a fair and proper assessment of what 
Zionism is and what it means to the Jewish people. 

For this reason, it is impossible to present Judaism 
and Zionism as two entirely different things. There is 
only a very thin line between anti-Zionism and anti- 
Semitism or anti-Judaism. Zionism has to be seen as 
an important and valid expression of a fundamental 
dimension of Judaism. The basic aspiration of Zionism 
is to free and unite the Jewish people; free it from 
alienation, oppression and persecution, and unite it in 
the Land from which it has been exiled but which it 
has never abandoned... Zionism is an attempt of the 
Jewish people to give contemporary expression to its 
identity, and to take its place in freedom, dignity and 
co-operation among the community of nations, and 
make its contribution to the one world of which the 
prophets have spoken. 

When we come to the political implications of 
Zionism and the Jewish-Arab conflict, it should be 
borne in mind that the main-stream of the Zionist 
movement never had the intention to deprive the 
Arab population living in the land of their rights, but 
desired to live in peace with them. If there was an 
underestimation of the Arab position towards Zionist 
settlement in the country, and even insensitivity to 
their fears and their feelings, this did not originate 
from ill-will or bad intentions, but from human 
limitations and weaknesses. 

The fundamental Zionist principles enshrined in 
Israel’s Declaration of Independence of 1948 include 
the following: ‘The State of Israel will be open for 
Jewish immigration and for the Ingathering of the 
Exiles; it will foster the development of the country for 
the benefit of all its inhabitants; it will be based on 
freedom, justice and peace according to the vision of 
the prophets of Israel; it will ensure complete equality 


of social and political rights for all its citizens, 
irrespective of religion, conscience, language, 
education and culture; it will safeguard the Holy 
Places of all religions; and it will be faithful to the 
principles of the Charter of the United Nations’.2 


How have Israeli Jews understood their conflict with 
Palestinians over the land? 

Moshe Dayan, speaking in April 1956 in a eulogy over an 
Israeli killed by Arabs, showed that he understood the 
feelings of Arabs towards the Jews: 


Let us not cast blame today on the murderers. What 
can we Say against their terrible hatred of us? What 
do we know of their fierce hatred for us? For eight 
years now they have sat in the refugee camps of Gaza 
and have watched how, before their very eyes, we 
have turned their land and villages, where they and 
their forefathers previously dwelled, into our home. It 
is not among the Arabs of Gaza, but in our own midst 
that we must seek Roy’s blood. How did we shut our 
eyes and refuse to look squarely at our fate and see, 
in all its brutality, the fate of our generation? 

Let us today take stock of ourselves. We are a 
generation of settlement, and without the steel 
helmet and the gun’s muzzle we will not be able to 
plant a tree and build a house. Let us not fear to look 
squarely at the hatred that consumes and fills the 
lives of hundreds of Arabs who live around us. Let us 
not drop our gaze, lest our arms weaken. This is the 
fate of our generation. This is our choice - to be ready 
and armed, tough and hard - or else the sword shall 
fall from our hands and our lives will be lost.24 


Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, in his speech on the 
White House lawn at the signing of the Oslo Accords on 13 
September 1993, held out a hand of friendship and 
reconciliation to the Arabs: 


We are destined to live together, on the same soil in 
the same land. We, the soldiers who have returned 
from battle stained with blood, we who have seen our 
relatives and friends killed before our eyes, we who 
have attended their funerals and cannot look into the 
eyes of parents and orphans, we who have fought 
against you, the Palestinians - We say to you today in 
a loud and clear voice: Enough of blood and tears. 
Enough. We harbour no hatred towards you. We have 
no desire for revenge. We, like you, are people who 
want to build a home, plant a tree, love, live side by 
side with you - in dignity, in empathy, as human 
beings, as free men. We are today giving peace a 
chance and saying to you: Enough. Let’s pray that a 
day will come when we all will say, ‘Farewell to 
arms.'23 


Anton La Guardia, a British journalist, writing in Holy Land, 
Unholy War: Israelis and Palestinians, describes the views of 
many of the more moderate Israelis in the year 2001: 


In an atmosphere of what political scientists call ‘post- 
Zionism’ - a climate in which Israeli patriotism is less 
blinding - Israelis have slowly and painfully re- 
examined their national myths, their selective history 
and even the impact of the Holocaust. They are 
beginning to understand the cost which the creation 
of their state has exacted from the Palestinian people. 
No longer can Israelis argue that there is no such 
thing as a Palestinian people. The mainstream 


argument in Israel is now what kind of Palestinian 
state should exist, and how to balance Israel’s need 
for security with the cost of military occupation of the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip. 


Alongside these moderate voices, however, a strident kind 
of fundamentalism has developed since 1967. Some 
religious Jews have taken the opportunity of the occupation 
of the West Bank to press home their claims to Jewish 
ownership and permanent settlement in these occupied 
areas. This is how Anton La Guardia explains the 
development of these views and the parting of the ways 
between moderates and fundamentalists: 


Where a substantial portion of secular Jews were 
drifting towards ‘post-Zionism’, the other half of Israel 
was becoming increasingly nationalist and religious, 
zealously attached to the notion of settling the biblical 
heartland of ‘Judaea and Samaria’.22 


Martin Gilbert explains the significance of the 
development of ‘religious Zionism’ and its claims to the 
West Bank during the post-1967 period: 


As well as the rapid growth of the Land of Israel 
Movement after the Israeli occupation of the West 
Bank in 1967, religious Zionism substantially 
transformed itself into a movement of settlement in 
the West Bank, impelled by a messianic vision that 
the Jewish occupation of the whole of the Land of 
Israel was a decisive step on the road to Redemption. 
The Jewish historian Ehud Luz, in his book on religion 
and nationalism in the early Zionist movement (1882- 
1904) wrote, twenty years after the Six-Day War, of 
how since 1967 ‘religious Zionism has begun to 


demonstrate self-confidence and feelings of 
superiority, whereas secular Zionism has retreated to 
apologetics’.2& 


The following are examples of the views of two of these 
fundamentalist groups: 

Rabbi Shlomo Avner, spiritual leader of Ateret 
Cohanim, a Jewish organization working to create a Jewish 
majority in East Jerusalem: 


We must settle the whole land of Israel, and over all of 
it, establish our rule. The Arabs are squatters. | don’t 
know who gave them authorization to live on Jewish 
land. All mankind knows that this is our land. Arabs 
came here recently. And even if some Arabs had been 
here for 2,000 years, is there a statute of limitations, 
that gives a thief a right to its plunder?24 


Gush Emunim, meaning ‘Block of the Faithful’, a group 
founded in 1974 to work for Jewish settlement in the 
Occupied Territories and national spiritual renewal: 


The main purpose of the Jewish people is to attain 
both physical and spiritual redemption by living in and 
building up an integral Eretz Yisrael. The territory of 
Eretz Yisrael is assigned a sanctity which obligates its 
retention once liberated from foreign rule, as well as 
its settlement, even in defiance of government 
authority.2® 


Benny Morris recognizes how ideas of this kind and 
government policies regarding the West Bank have led to 
increasing pressure to reduce the number of Arabs in the 
Occupied Territories: 


In 1967, with the conquest of the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip (and Sinai and the Golan Heights), the original, 
full dream of Zionism - of Jewish statehood in the 
whole of Palestine - once again burst forth, to inflame 
and complicate the conflict. Again the concept of 
transfer came to the fore, with two to three hundred 
thousand Palestinians fleeing the newly conquered 
territories, some of them under duress, and with 
Israeli policy in the following years geared, at least in 
part, to squeezing out of East Jerusalem, the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip as many additional Arabs as 
possible.22 


2.9 Other Jewish/Israeli voices 


Are all Jews Zionists? Why have some Jews 
questioned or even rejected the idea of a Jewish 
state? 


In May 1917 (six months before the Balfour Declaration) the 
Board of Deputies of British Jews and the Anglo- 
Jewish Association published a joint manifesto in The 
Times, in which they expressed strong reservations about 
the concept of a Jewish state in Palestine: 


Zionist theory regards all the Jewish communities of 
the world as constituting one homeless nationality 
incapable of complete social and political 
identification with the nations among whom they 
dwell and it is argued that for this homeless 
nationality a political centre and an always available 
homeland in Palestine are necessary. Against this 
theory, the conjoint committee strongly and earnestly 
protest. Emancipated Jews in this country regard 
themselves primarily as a religious community, and 
they have always based their claims to political 


equality with their fellow citizens of other creeds on 
this assumption - that they have no separate 
aspirations in a political sense. 

The second point in the Zionist programme which 
has aroused the misgivings of the conjoint committee 
is the proposal to invest the Jewish settlers in 
Palestine with certain special rights in excess of those 
enjoyed by the rest of the population... And such 
action would prove a veritable calamity for the whole 
Jewish people. In all the countries in which they live 
the principle of equal rights for all religious 
denominations is vital for them.222 


Asher Ginsberg (Ahad Ha’am) became the leader of the 
movement known as ‘Moral Zionism’, which was critical of 
the ‘Political Zionism’ of Weizmann and others. In 1922 he 
wrote the following letter to the Tel Aviv newspaper Haaretz, 
after hearing that a group of Zionists had killed an Arab as a 
reprisal for anti-Jewish riots: 


Is this the goal for which our fathers have striven and 
for whose sake all generations have suffered? Is this 
the dream of a ‘Return to Zion’, to stain its soil with 
innocent blood? Many years ago | wrote an essay in 
which | stated that our people will willingly give their 
money to build up their state, but they will never 
sacrifice their prophets for it. This was to me an 
axiomatic truth. And now God has afflicted me to have 
to live and to see with my own eyes that | apparently 
erred. The people do not part with their money to 
rebuild their national home, but instead, their 
inclination grows to sacrifice their prophets on the 
altar of their ‘renaissance’: the great ethical principles 
for the sake of which they have suffered, and for the 
sake of which alone it is worthwhile to return and 


become a people in the land of our fathers. For 
without these principles, my God, what are we and 
what can our future life in this country be, that we 
should bring all the endless sacrifices without which 
this land cannot be rebuilt? Are we really doing it only 
to add in an Oriental corner a small people of new 
Levantines who vie with other Levantines in shedding 
blood, in desire for vengeance, and in angry violence? 
If this be the ‘Messiah’, then | do not wish to see his 
coming.224 


Albert Einstein: 


| should much rather see reasonable agreement with 
the Arabs on the basis of living together in peace than 
the creation of a Jewish State. Apart from practical 
considerations, my awareness of the essential nature 
of Judaism resists the idea of a Jewish state, with 
borders, an army, and a measure of temporal power, 
no matter how modest. | am afraid of the inner 
damage Judaism will sustain - especially from the 
development of a narrow nationalism within our own 
ranks, against which we have already had to fight 
strongly, even without a Jewish state. We are no 
longer the Jews of the Maccabee period. A return to a 
nation in the political sense of the word would be 
equivalent to turning away from the spiritualization of 
our community which we owe to the genius of our 
prophets.222 


Why have some orthodox Jews opposed the idea of a 
Jewish state or criticized its policies and actions? 
Rabbi Benjamin, former editor of the magazine Ner: 


In the end we must come out publicly with the truth; 
that we have no moral right whatever to oppose the 
return of the Arab refugees to their land... that until 
we have begun to redeem our sin against the Arab 
refugees, we have no right to continue the 
Ingathering of Exiles. We have no right to demand 
that American Jews leave their country to which they 
have become attached, and settle in a land that has 
been stolen from others, while the owners of it are 
homeless and miserable. We had no right to occupy 
the house of an Arab if we had not paid for it at its 
value. The same goes for fields, gardens, stores, 
workshops. We had no right to build a settlement and 
then to realize the ideal of Zionism with other people’s 
property. To do this is robbery. | am surprised that 
Rabbi Herzog and all those who speak in the name of 
Jewish ethics and who always quote the Ten 
Commandments should consent to such a state of 
affairs. Political conquest cannot abolish private 
property... 

In the end we must speak the truth. We are faced 
with this choice: to listen to the voice of truth for the 
sake of our own good and genuine peace, or, not to 
listen to it, and to bring evil and misfortune upon us 
and the future generations.122 


In an article entitled ‘A Place for Palestinians in Passover 
Prayers’, in April 2001, Rabbi Marc Ellis, Professor of 
American and Jewish Studies and Director of the Center for 
American and Jewish Studies at Baylor University in Waco, 
USA, described how he as a Jew related his understanding of 
the Passover to his relationship with Palestinians: 


This week, Jews all over the world celebrate Passover, 
the ancient festival commemorating the exodus of 


Israelites from Egypt. The narrative of liberation is 
read within the context of food and fellowship. As Jews 
we are commanded to place ourselves in the original 
struggle to be free, to experience the suffering and 
hope of the ancient Israelites as they did, to see this 
ancient liberation as our own. Despite the plagues and 
death, the wanderings in the desert and the 
admonishments of God, Passover is a festive holiday. 
Food and wine are plentiful. Family and friends come 
together. 

How we celebrate our freedom in the past with the 
complexities of the present is always a challenge. 
Over time, as Jews became free, struggles of other 
peoples were mentioned in the Seder meal. As a child 
being raised in the 1950s and ’60s, at Passover we 
incorporated the civil rights struggle into our 
narrative. In the 1980s and ’90s, there were specific 
Passover narratives featuring the struggle of women, 
freedom movements in Central America and 
elsewhere. And in some Jewish homes and 
synagogues, Palestinians were featured as a people 
struggling for liberation. 

There is hope in remembrance applied to the 
present. If we are there in Egypt demanding our 
freedom, the Passover story accompanies us as we 
demand freedom now. Freedom is interdependent, 
across time and community boundaries. No one is 
truly free if others are not also free. 

Today, with Israeli gunships daily firing rockets into 
defenseless Palestinian towns, cities and refugee 
camps, it is difficult to accept the Passover narrative 
in its deepest implications. We as Jews are free, are ‘in 
Jerusalem’, but is that freedom at the expense of 
others? If Palestinians are being taught the ‘lesson’ of 
opposing Israeli power and standing up for their rights 
and dignity, if the message from the Israeli 


government to the Palestinian people is surrender or 
die - a message not unfamiliar to Jews - do we repeat 
this story at the Passover table? 

The call for Jewish unity is a caution against Jewish 
dissent and the dissent of others who see the 
Passover story as embodying their own struggle today. 
Should we as Jews celebrate our own liberation while 
being silent about or even denigrating the Palestinian 
struggle? Are helicopter gunships guarding Jews in 
Israel and Jews around the world on these Passover 
nights? Or are these gunships a symbol of our own 
need to reconsider the road we as Jews are 
travelling?... 

My heart is not in the celebration this year. And it 
can never be again until freedom for Jews is also 
freedom for Palestinians. 

What do | answer my children when they ask the 
simple and difficult questions they are commanded to 
ask as we gather to tell the story of our origins 
thousands of years ago? That helicopter gunships are 
like the parting of the sea? That Israeli Prime Minister 
Ariel Sharon is like Moses leading us through the 
difficult times of desert and rebellion? 

| no longer have the answers to their questions. But 
| will respond as a Jew in the only way possible today. 
That the Palestinians are part of our story of liberation 
and until they are free, we are not.2% 


Why are some Jews critical of the continuing 
occupation of the West Bank? 

Abba Eban, at one time Foreign Minister of Israel and one 
of the most urbane and convincing advocates on behalf of 
Israel, speaking in June 1983: 


Not a single country in the world community, 
including those most in favour of Israel, was prepared 
to support the idea that Israel’s security required the 
imposition of permanent Israeli jurisdiction over a 
foreign nation. At least half the Israeli nation opposed 
the idea of the incorporation of the West Bank and 
Gaza into Israel. 

There does not exist on the surface of the inhabited 
globe a single State that resembles what Israel would 
look like if it were to incorporate the West Bank and 
Gaza coercively into Israel. A democratic country 
ruling a foreign nation against its will and against the 
will of the world would be a unique reality. +22 


Arie Lova Eliav, writing in 1988: 


Following the Six-Day War, Israel ‘oecame a conqueror 
and an occupying power’, with subsequent evil 
consequences that... lasted for two decades. 

The results of the brilliant military victory achieved 
in the 1967 war included a horrifying exposure of all 
the evil impulses hidden within Israel as individual 
human beings and as a people: arrogance, vanity, 
indifference to the fate of the defeated, a strong 
desire to control the conquered territories and to 
enslave their population to the economy of the 
victors, and a mystic ritual of ‘sanctification’ of the 
conquered lands. And one more thing: the insouciance 
of those who led the victory. 

Drunk and dizzy with glory and fame, gorged on 
the fruits of victory, the leaders imagined themselves 
all-powerful and believed that time was bound to work 
on their behalf. They began to think, speak, and act in 
terms of the supremacy of force, of ‘might is right’, to 
which they added a sort of ‘The sword shall devour for 


ever’ fatalism on the one hand, and a belief in divine 
miracles, which would hasten the coming of the 
Messiah, on the other. 

These patterns of thought, speech, and action have 
led ever-increasing sections of Israeli society, and 
primarily Israeli youth, to hate the ‘stranger’ in their 
midst, and to increase their hostility toward the Arabs. 
This, in turn, has engendered the settlements on the 
West Bank - some of them built upon the tricks of 
land speculators. 

The ‘Greater Israel’ movement, whose main goal is 
to incorporate the West Bank and Gaza into the 
nation’s borders, had led Zionism and Israel astray, 
diverting them from their proper path and deflecting 
them from the achievement of their fundamental 
goals. 

We must now ask ourselves some painful 
questions: Is Israel still a Jewish state? Is Israel still a 
democratic state? Are Israel’s economy and society 
still productive? Is Israel a state - or a society - of 
tolerance? And is Israel approaching peace?2 


Many Israelis have been critical of the brutality of their own 
forces in suppressing the Palestinians. These are some of 
the voices that have been raised in public: 

Benny Barabash, speaking at a press conference on 
Israeli policies on the West Bank, 10 May 1982: 


We are gradually losing our humanity. The local 
population are gradually becoming objects in our eyes 
- at best mere objects, at worst something to be 
degraded and humiliated. +% 


How many wars will our boys fight before they will 
become animals?228 


The war in Lebanon, which began in 1982, similarly was 
fiercely criticized by many Israeli Jews. According to Ze’ev 
Schiff: 


Israel must now bear the cost of its venture in 
Lebanon: hundreds of dead, thousands of wounded, 
and the shattering of a long-standing consensus on 
security that has produced an alarming rift within 
Israeli society. 

From the sobering consequences of Operation 
Peace for Galilee one may be forced to conclude that 
a country can be victorious on the battlefield but lose 
a war Strategically; that a small nation whose leaders 
fail to appreciate the limits of military power is 
doomed to pay dearly for their arrogance; and that a 
democracy like Israel, whose defence is based ona 
militia army, cannot possibly win a war that lacks not 
only broad public support but even the slimmest 
national consensus regarding its very necessity.122 


In his 2013 book My Promised Land, Ari Shavit is very 
forthright in his condemnation of the occupation and the 
settlements like Ofra built in the occupied territories: 


As malignant as it is, occupation has become an 
integral part of the Jewish state’s being. It has also 
become an integral part of my life as an Israeli. 
Although | oppose occupation, | am responsible for 
occupation. | cannot deny the fact or escape the fact 
that my nation has become an occupying nation.212 


The settlements were a direct response to these two 
wars [1948 and 1967]... The Israeli nation was drunk 
with victory, filled with euphoria, hubris, and 
messianic delusions of grandeur...424 


Occupation seems irreversible. The most beautiful 
region of the biblical land of Israel is now the most 
distressing region occupied by modern Israel. It is 
sublime and depressing here, majestic and sad. 
Perhaps even hopeless.124 


There will be war, no doubt about it. Because of 1948 
and 1967, and because of Ofra, there will be war. But 
war will not save Ofra or Israel. The reality created by 
Wallerstein and Etzion and their friends has entangled 
Israel in a predicament that cannot be untangled. The 
settlements have placed Israel’s neck in a noose. 
They created an untenable demographic, political, 
moral, and judicial reality. But now Ofra’s illegitimacy 
taints Israel itself. Like a cancer, it soreads from one 
organ to another, endangering the entire body. +H 


Shavit reflects on his own experience as a soldier in the IDF 
posted to Gaza in 1991: 


The thing here is cracking down on a popular uprising, 
a forceful occupation of another nation. And therefore 
what I see and hear here is an entire population of 
ours - bank clerks, insurance brokers, electronics 
engineers, retailers, students - imprisoning an entire 
population of theirs - tile layers, plasterers, lab 
workers, journalists, clergy, students. This is a 
phenomenon without parallel in the West. This is 
systematic brutality no democracy can endure. And | 
am part of it all. | comply... 

Despite our unkempt exteriors, our clumsiness, our 
pathetic petit-bourgeois ways, we are evil in Gaza. But 
this evil of ours is a cunning evil. For it is an evil that 
happens, as it were, of its own accord, an evil for 


which the responsibility is no one’s. Evil without 
evildoers.+/4 


He quotes the words of Yossi Sarid, whom he describes as 
having been ‘an icon of the Israeli left’ in earlier years: 


Occupation is the father of all sins. Occupation is the 
mother of atrocity. When we occupied the West Bank 
and Gaza, we opened a door, and evil winds swept 
through it. All the depravity you see in today’s Israel is 
because of the occupation. The brutality. The deceit. 
The decay. Even the army is now rotting because it 
was forced to be an occupying army. Because of 
occupation we have been held captive by an insane 
gang of messianic zealots who may yet destroy us like 
their forefathers destroyed the Second Temple. Don’t 
you see it? | am afraid we are doomed. And | saw it all 
coming. | saw it in advance. When | saw the first 
seeds of occupation, | knew they were the seeds of 
destruction. ..+43 


He has little optimism about Israel’s ability to deal with the 
situation it has created on the West Bank, quoting Avishai 
Margalit, at one time one of the leading intellectuals of the 
Israeli peace movement: 


‘Now it’s too late. It’s almost irreversible. | don’t see a 
power within Israel fierce enough to stop the state 
founded by my parents from becoming an apartheid 
state, ’116 


This is how he sums up his fears concerning the occupation: 


Both in Beit El and in Shilo, the question is whether 
Israel will end occupation or whether occupation will 


end Israel. The same question arises all around Nablus 
and in the Valley of Doran. Will the Jewish state 
dismantle the Jewish settlements, or will the Jewish 
settlements dismantle the Jewish state? There are 
only four paths from this juncture: Israel as a criminal 
state that carries out ethnic cleansing in the occupied 
territories; Israel as an apartheid state; Israel as a 
binational state; or Israel as a Jewish-democratic state 
retreating with much anguish to a border dividing the 
land. | still believe the Israeli majority prefers the 
fourth path. But this majority is not solidified or 
determined. Israel lacks a political force with the will 
required to lead the painful and risky retreat. It is also 
not clear whether the Israeli republic has the 
competence needed to evacuate settlements and 
divide the land. The region of Samaria that Herbert 
Bentwich crossed in April 1897 now looks like a 
monumental settlement project. So far, Zionism has 
not been able to summon from within the forces that 
will save it from itself. It is up to its neck in the 
calamitous reality that it created in the West Bank. ++ 


2.10 Different Palestinian voices 


What does it feel like to be a Palestinian today? 


Everett Mendelsohn’s 1982 report A Compassionate 
Peace is still today an accurate description of the variety of 
situations in which Palestinian communities in different 
countries find themselves today: 


No single description would fit the experiences of 
Palestinian communities in different parts of the Arab 
world. They form different proportions of the 
populations in their host lands, ranging from sixty per 
cent in Jordan to below one per cent in Iraq, so that 


the importance of their political and social roles 
varies. Although the Palestinians share Arabic as a 
common language and Islam as a common religion 
(except in Lebanon, where there is a large Christian 
minority), in the various societies in which they reside 
they have established very different forms of social 
and political organization and have set up different 
means of receiving or integrating the Palestinian 
inhabitants. In Jordan many have been able to achieve 
full citizenship and participate in the affairs of the 
state (including even cabinet membership), a result of 
the inclusion of the West Bank in the kingdom of 
Jordan after the 1949 armistice agreement. In other 
countries, however, they remain refugees or, even in 
the second generation, outsiders. Many live in camps 
or in city districts or neighborhoods which are 
effectively separate, and they are often discriminated 
against. Like other foreign nationals they may engage 
in business in the Gulf or Arabian states, but a 
national must be either the senior partner or the 
business registrant. Palestinians, aware of European 
history, often compare their present status to that of 
the Jews in the ghettos of Europe. They have come to 
fill the role of expatriate professionals, teachers, 
technicians, and skilled artisans in many societies.112 


Edward Said, who has been described by Avi Shlaim as 
‘the most eloguent spokesman on behalf of the 
dispossessed Palestinian people’242 speaks of the 


Palestinians’ attachment to the land they have cultivated for 


centuries, and describes how they have been conscious of 
their identity throughout the conflicts of the last 100 years: 


For any Palestinian, there was no doubt that his 
country had its own character and identity. True, 


Palestine had been part of the Ottoman Empire until 
the end of World War I, and true also that in any 
accepted sense it had not been independent. Its 
inhabitants referred to themselves as Palestinians, 
however, and made important distinctions between 
themselves, the Syrians, the Lebanese, and the 
Transjordans. Much of what we can call Palestinian 
self-assertion was articulated in response to the flow 
of Jewish immigrants into Palestine since the 1880s, 
as well as to ideological pronouncements made about 
Palestine by Zionist organizations. Under the 
constantly felt sense of foreign invasion, Palestinian 
Arabs grew together as a community during the 
interwar years. The things that had been taken for 
granted - the structure of the society, village and 
family identity, customs, cuisine, folklore, dialect, 
distinctive habits and history - were adduced as 
evidence, to Palestinians by Palestinians, that even as 
a colony the territory had always been their 
homeland, and that they formed a people. Sixty per 
cent of the population was in agriculture; the balance 
was divided between townspeople and a relatively 
small nomadic group. All these people believed 
themselves to belong in a land called Palestine, 
despite their feelings that they were also members of 
a large Arab nation; and for all of the twentieth 
century, they referred to their country as Filastinuna 
(our Palestine). 


He speaks of how the world is being forced to acknowledge 
their existence as a people: 


There is a Palestinian people, there is an Israeli 
occupation of Palestinian lands, there are Palestinians 
under Israeli military occupation, there are 


Palestinians - 650,000 of them - who are Israeli 
citizens and who constitute 15 percent of the 
population of Israel, there is a large Palestinian 
population in exile: these are actualities which the 
United States and most of the world have directly or 
indirectly acknowledged, which Israel too has 
acknowledged, if only in the forms of denial, rejection, 
threats of war, and punishment. The history of the 
past forty years has shown that Palestinians have 
grown politically, not shrunk, under the influence of 
every kind of repression and hardship; the history of 
the Jews has shown too that time only increases 
attachment to the historically saturated land of 
Palestine. Short of complete obliteration, the 
Palestinians will continue to exist and they will 
continue to have their own ideas about who 
represents them, where they want to settle, what they 
want to do with their national and political future.122 


Anton La Guardia explains the origins of the awareness of 
Palestinian identity: 


The point at which Arab resentment of Zionist 
encroachment developed into a separate Palestinian 
national consciousness is the subject of heated 
debate among academics. In Palestinian Identity, the 
Palestinian academic, Rashid Khalidi, finds the first 
glints of nationalist identity among the literate 
notables in Ottoman days. The sense of nationhood 
then gradually spread wider with the shock of the First 
World War, the losing struggles against the British and 
the Zionists, and finally crystallized with the trauma of 
dispossession and dispersion in 1948.444 


Abdel-Shai, one of the Palestinian delegates at the Madrid 
Peace Conference, 1991, tried to explain Palestinian self- 
understanding: 


We, the people of Palestine, stand before you in the 
fullness of our pain, our pride and our anticipation, for 
we have long harboured a yearning for peace and a 
dream of justice and freedom. For too long, the 
Palestinian people have gone unheeded, silenced and 
denied - our identity negated by political expedience, 
our rightful struggle against injustice maligned, and 
our present existence subsumed by the past tragedy 
of another people. It is time for us to narrate our own 
story.222 


Why do many if not most Palestinians feel so bitter 
towards Israel? 

Fawaz Turki, a young Palestinian living in France, 
expresses the feelings of many young Palestinians in exile in 
a book called The Disinherited, published in 1974: 


The deportations, the blowing up of homes, the 
expropriation of property, the arrogance on the faces 
of Israeli soldiers walking into Arab coffee shops in 
Jerusalem to slap the patrons on the face and demand 
identity cards, and the primitive torture of members of 
the resistance - all these go on, and to the outside 
world ‘the Arabs’ have never had it so good. Look at 
how our standard of living is better than ever. We earn 
excellent wages under occupation. We drive cars. We 
watch television. Our health standards have 
improved. And they show pictures of our West Bank 
‘notables’, our Uncle Toms and Beni oui oui, as if to 
attest to this, shaking hands with Israeli military 
governors. And nobody seems to realize that, during 


all this, Palestinians called and fought for a secular 
state and not for a struggle to inflict on Israeli society 
the same devastation they inflicted on us. 

| begin to lose my patience and my sense of 
rationality. | begin to feel that our lives are not worth 
living anywhere in this world, anywhere. It is 
impossible for me to be oblivious of my situation; to 
be, as it were, happy. Moments of gloom and fury 
overwhelm my being as I spend restless days in Paris 
and | see pictures of robust Israelis tilling our land, 
growing our oranges, inhabiting our cities and towns, 
co-opting our culture, and talking in their grim 
stubborn way about how we do not ‘exist’ and how 
our country was a ‘desert’ before they went there. 
And | gag with anger and mortification.122 


Edward Said expresses the longings of Palestinians in exile 
to return to their country, and of those within Israel to have 
self-government: 


Those Palestinians in manifest exile want to return; 
those in internal exile (inside Israel or under military 
occupation) want independence and freedom and self- 
government where they are. A refugee from Galilee or 
Jaffa who now lives either in Lebanon or in Kuwait 
thinks primarily in terms of what he lost when he left 
in 1948 or later; he wants to be put back, or to fight 
his way back, into Palestine. He wants to return. 
Conversely, the present Palestinian resident of Gaza, 
Nazareth or Nablus faces or in some way daily rubs up 
against an occupying power, its symbols of authority, 
its basically unchecked domination over him; he 
wants to see that power removed or, in the case of 
the Arab Israeli citizen, he no longer wishes to be 
known and treated negatively as a ‘non-Jew’. He 


wants novelty. One Palestinian wants to move, the 
other to stay; both want a pretty radical change.224 


Anton La Guardia sums up the basic feeling among Arabs 
in general of what Israel represents: 


Israel formed - and still forms - a Jewish dagger in the 
heart of the Arab world, severing Egypt and North 
Africa from the Fertile Crescent and the Arabian 
peninsula. For Arabs, its very existence is a 
humiliation, a new Crusader state.222 


Palestinians have frequently expressed their nationalistic 
feelings in poetry. Tawfiq Zayyad, a Palestinian living in 
Israel, expressed the conviction that Israel cannot get rid of 
the Arabs. In a poem called Bagun (‘We Shall Remain’), he 
says that in spite of all the indignities they have to suffer, 
the Arabs will remain: 


Here - we have a past 

a present 

and a future. 
Our roots are entrenched 
Deep in the earth. 
Like twenty impossibles 
We shall remain.22© 


Kamal Nasr, a Christian Palestinian poet, was fully 
committed to the aims and ideals of the PLO, and was one 
of a number of Palestinians murdered in their homes in 
Beirut by a group of Israeli commandos one night in 1973. 
This is how he expressed the feelings of the Palestinian 
refugees: 


The refugees are ever kindling 


In their camps, in that world of darkness, 
The embers of revolt, 
Gathering force, for the return, 
They have lost their faith in the doctrine of love, 
Even here in this land of love and peace 
Their stolen rights cry in their hearts, 
Inflamed by misery and hunger. 
Dismayed by the persistent throng. 
The enemy spreads poison and hatred abroad; 
‘They are Communists,’ he says. ‘Their hopes are 
false, 
Let us kill their hopes to return!’124 


Mahmoud Darwish: 


We travel like other people, but we return to 
nowhere.228 


What are the aims of the PLO? How have they 
changed over the years? 

We need to distinguish at least four crucial stages in the 
development of the PLO, and recognize the significant 
changes in its stated goals at each of these stages. 


Stage 1. ‘The Liberation of Palestine’ (1964-67) 
In January 1964 the PLO was set up by Arab leaders ata 
summit conference of the Arab League, with the aim of 
‘Organizing the Palestinian people to enable them to carry 
out their role of liberating their homeland and determining 
their destiny’. During this early period the movement was 
largely under the control of President Nasser and other Arab 
governments, and groups of fedayeen (freedom fighters) 
began to make raids into Israel from the surrounding Arab 
countries. 

The following are articles from the Palestine National 
Charter, which was written in 1964 and amended in 1968: 


1. Palestine is the homeland of the Arab Palestinian 
people; it is an indivisible part of the Arab homeland, 
and the Palestinian people are an integral part of the 
Arab nation... 


3. The Palestinian Arab people possess the legal right 
to their homeland and have the right to determine 
their destiny after achieving the liberation of their 
country in accordance with their wishes and entirely 
of their own accord and will... 


9. Armed struggle is the only way to liberate 
Palestine... They also assert their right to normal life 
in Palestine and to exercise their right to self- 
determination and sovereignty over it. 


15. The liberation of Palestine, from an Arab 
viewpoint, is a national duty and it attempts to repel 
the Zionist and imperialist aggression against the 
Arab homeland, and aims at the elimination of 
Zionism in Palestine. Absolute responsibility for this 
falls upon the Arab nation - peoples and governments 
- with the Arab people of Palestine in the vanguard... 


19. The partition of Palestine in 1947 and the 
establishment of the State of Israel are entirely illegal, 
regardless of the passage of time, because they were 
contrary to the will of the Palestinian people and to 
their natural right in their homeland, and inconsistent 
with the principles embodied in the Charter of the 
United Nations, particularly the right to self- 
determination.422 


Stage 2. ‘The Democratic State of Palestine’ (1967- 
74) 


Before 1967 the Palestinians were very reliant on the Arab 
states. But because of the failure of the 1967 war and the 
disastrous defeat of the Arab armies, a more grass-roots 
Palestinian leadership emerged in the PLO with a 
determination that Palestinians should be masters of their 
own destiny. Thus in 1968 Yasser Arafat, who had worked as 
an engineer in the Gulf before joining the fedayeen in 
southern Lebanon, was elected Chairman of the PLO. The 
leadership of the movement was from now on in the hands 
of those who had been actively involved in fighting for the 
Cause, and were prepared to take the fight into Israel itself. 

After a significant battle in which a large number of 
Palestinians resisted an Israeli raid on the town of Karameh 
inside Jordan, many young Palestinians joined the 
movement and committed themselves to fight with the 
fedayeen. 

During this period the PLO stated its goals as the 
dismantling of the Zionist State of Israel and the 
establishment in its place of a ‘Democratic State of 
Palestine’, covering the whole of Israel and the West Bank. 
This was to be a ‘democratic secular state’, in which Jews 
and Arabs would have equal rights. 

David Hirst explains the significance of this new 
concept: 


The Jew-as-Zionist was still the enemy, of course, and 
against him and all he stood for Fatah would pursue 
its ‘Revolution Till Victory’. Complete liberation was 
still the aim. And complete liberation still meant 
‘liquidating the Zionist aggressor-state - politically, 
militarily, socially and ideologically’. There was no 
question of accepting some kind of mini-state to be 
set up in such territories as Israel, under a general 
settlement, might be induced to evacuate; together, 
the West Bank and Gaza represented no more than 


twenty-three per cent of original Palestine; it would, 
the Fatah theorist said, be a mere puppet - Israel’s 
Bantustan. Only through complete liberation could the 
Palestinians fulfil their inalienable right to return; only 
thus could they assure themselves, as a people, of a 
free and decent life. But it was no longer a call fora 
literal and absolute justice, a restoration, pure and 
simple, of the status quo ante. If it did not 
acknowledge the Zionist fait accompli itself, it 
acknowledged the fundamental consequence of it, a 
physical Jewish presence in Palestine. It was a great 
leap forward in their thinking.222 


Stage 3. ‘National authority over every part of 
liberated Palestinian territory’ (1974-88) 
The twelfth meeting of the Palestine National Council in June 
1974 marked the next decisive turning point. Yasser Arafat, 
Chairman of the PLO, began to move away from concepts of 
‘armed struggle’ and ‘total liberation’ in favour of a 
diplomatic settlement. A resolution at this conference, 
therefore, called for an ‘independent combatant national 
authority over every part of Palestinian territory that is 
liberated’. 

There were three other significant developments during 
this period: 


e In 1974 the PLO was recognized at the Summit 
Conference of the Arab League at Rabat in Morocco as 
‘the sole legitimate representative’ of the Palestinian 
people. 


e In November 1974 the UN General Assembly 
recognized the PLO as the representative of the 
Palestinians, and gave it observer status. It was then 
that Yasser Arafat, as Chairman of the PLO, made his 
famous speech in which he said, ‘I have come bearing 


an olive branch and a freedom fighter’s gun. Do not let 
the olive branch fall from my hand.’ 


e In 1975 the USA adopted the Israeli policy of refusing to 
recognize the PLO and excluding it from any role in 
negotiations. 


A Palestinian professor from Bir Zeit College on the West 
Bank expressed the significance of this change in 
Palestinian attitudes and aspirations in these words: 


It is very difficult for us to say goodbye to what is ours 
- Haifa, Jaffa and most of Jerusalem - but we are in 
effect telling the Israelis that we are ready to do so. 
We are saying that we no longer want to drive them 
out of the land from which they drove us. Some of us 
still want to do so, but they are not the dominant 
voice. But in return the Israelis must withdraw from at 
least all the territories occupied in 1967. Nothing less 
is feasible. They must grasp this.234 


Stage 4. The Two-State Solution’ (1988-) 

At a meeting in Algiers in November 1988 the Palestine 
National Congress took the step of declaring a Palestinian 
State on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Yasser Arafat 
was thus, in effect, playing his last card, in an attempt to 
persuade the Israeli government and the USA to make 
concessions. The PLO was therefore changing its position in 
three significant ways: 


e It was recognizing Israel’s legal right to exist. 


e It was renouncing terrorism as a means of achieving its 
goals. 


e It was accepting the UN Security Council Resolution 242 
(which recognized Palestinian rights to self- 
determination and called for an exchange of territories 
for peace) and Resolution 338 (which called for 
negotiations) as part of the basis for an international 
peace conference. 


What is Hamas? What are its aims and how does it 
differ from Fatah? 

Hamas is a more radical Palestinian resistance group that 
developed out of the Muslim Brotherhood in December 1987 
as a response to the First Intifada, calling itself ‘the Islamic 
Resistance Movement’ or Hamas (meaning ‘zeal’ in Arabic). 
It was critical of Fatah and the PLO for being too secular and 
for having made too many concessions to Israel. It therefore 
emphasized its Islamist ideology and adopted a much more 
confrontational approach towards Israel. In 2006 it won the 
elections for the Palestinian Legislative Council which runs 
the West Bank and Gaza, but its victory was not recognized 
by the USA and the EU. During armed clashes with Fatah in 
Gaza in 2007, it ousted Fatah and seized power, and has 
been in control there since then. 

Hamas: A Beginner's Guide, by Khaled Hroub, a 
Palestinian academic born in Bethlehem, is a sympathetic 
but not uncritical account of the movement. In the Preface 
he explains his starting point: 


My own perception of Hamas goes beyond the mere 
question of with or against the movement. As a 
secular person myself, my aspiration is for Palestine, 
and all other Arab countries for that matter, to be 
governed by human-made laws. However, | see 
Hamas as a natural outcome of un-natural, brutal 
occupational conditions. The radicalization of Hamas 
should be seen as a completely predictable result of 


the ongoing Israeli colonial project in Palestine. 
Palestinians support whichever movement holds the 
banner of resistance against that occupation and 
promises to defend the Palestinian rights of freedom 
and self-determination. At this juncture of history, 
they see in Hamas the defender of those rights.434 


He describes Hamas a ‘a blend of a nationalist liberation 
movement and Islamist religious group’, and explains how it 
differs from Fatah and the PLO: 


Founded in the late 1980s, Hamas emerged as a 
doubly driven religious-nationalist liberation 
movement which peacefully preaches the Islamic 
religious call while harmoniously embracing the 
strategy of armed struggle against an occupying 
Israel. Its critics thought it seemed as if Hamas 
started where the PLO had left off. Its supporters felt 
that Hamas came at just the right time to salvage the 
Palestinian national struggle from complete 
capitulation to Israel. On the ground, Hamas hacked 
its own path in almost the opposite direction to the 
peaceful route then being taken by the PLO and other 
Arab countries that had concluded peace treaties with 
Israel, namely Egypt and Jordan. It refused to come 
under the PLO as the wider umbrella of the Palestinian 
nationalistic struggle, and adopted the ‘old’ call for 
the ‘liberation of Palestine’ as it had been originally 
enshrined by the PLO founders back in the mid-1960s. 
Hamas rejected the idea of concluding peace treaties 
with Israel that were conditional on full Palestinian 
recognition of the right of Israel to exist...433 


Another major factor that helped Hamas in winning 
those elections was the failure of the Fatah-led 


Palestinian Authority in almost all aspects. It failed not 
only externally, on the front of the peace talks with 
Israel, but also internally, with its management of day- 
to-day services to the Palestinian people. 
Mismanagement, corruption and theft were the 
‘attributes’ that came to mark Fatah’s top leadership, 
ministers and high-ranking staff. As unemployment 
and poverty reached unprecedented levels, the 
extravagant lifestyle of senior Palestinian officials 
infuriated the public. The elections gave the people 
the chance to punish those officials...434 


Its holistic strategy has contributed to its popularity: 


With the lack of any serious breakthrough toward 
achieving even a minimum level of Palestinian rights, 
Hamas has sustained a continuous rise since its 
inception. After years of persistent struggle it has 
become a key player both within the parameters of 
the Arab and Palestinian-Israeli conflict and in the 
arena of political Islam in the region. At the Palestinian 
level, it has shown a continuing popular appeal. By 
using myriad and interconnected strategies spanning 
military attacks, educational, social and charitable 
work in addition to religious propagation, it has 
succeed in popularizing itself across the Palestinian 
constituencies inside and outside Palestine. With the 
gradual erosion of both the legitimacy and popularity 
of the PLO, Hamas’s power has manifested itself in 
landslide victories in municipal elections, student 
union elections, syndicational and other elections held 
in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.43= 


Hroub explains Hamas’s anger over the refusal of the EU 
and the USA to recognize its electoral victory in 2006 and to 


cooperate with it: 


It has strongly condemned the European decision, 
which it considers to be a collective punishment 
against the Palestinian people. The entire reaction 
against the Palestinian elections has been viewed by 
Hamas, and many others, as a scandalous 
exemplification of hypocritical western politics. An 
outcome of free and fair democratic elections has 
been shamefully rejected because the winners are not 
pro-West, or willing to accept or implement what has 
been imposed on them by their enemy, Israel.22© 


Hroub makes the following observations about the way 
Hamas's policies have developed over the years: 


Its attacks on Israeli citizens have generally been in 
direct retaliation for the killing of Palestinians by Israel - 
as, for example, the killing of the twenty-nine 
Palestinians by a Jewish settler at the Hebron mosque in 
1994. 


It differs from two of the older Palestinian liberation 
movements - Hizb al-Tahrir, founded in 1952 with the 
declared aim of restoring the Islamic Caliphate, and 
Islamic Jihad, founded in the 1980s and inspired by the 
1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran. 


In recent years Hamas has moved away from the more 
uncompromising Islamist language used at the 
beginning in its Charter and has adopted more 
pragmatic policies: ‘... the political discourse... is now 
based mostly on the language of international law, and 
on political, not religious, assumptions.’424 It has also 
moved away from its earlier insistence that any 
Palestinian state would be an Islamic state. 


He explains Hamas’s position on the question of the 
recognition of Israel: 


Hamas's ‘starting position’ on this question was 
purely religious. Recognizing Israel was perceived to 
be tantamount to an infringement of Islam, and thus 
was considered to lie beyond the practice of politics. 
Hamas’s Charter was blunt in denouncing any party, 
Palestinian, Arab or Muslim that would undertake such 
an anti-religious stance. Palestine was declared to be 
a wagf or an endowment for Muslim generations with 
which no one has the right to compromise. The 
justification that today’s Hamas would offer on the 
same position, however, is political and not a religious 
one. Hamas argues that Israel is a ‘borderless’ state 
and that it has never identified clear borders.... 
Hamas leaders point to the Arab Summit Peace 
Initiative adopted in Beirut in 2002, which offered 
Israel full and collective Arab recognition and 
normalization of relations in return for accepting the 
two-state solution according to UN resolutions. Their 
point is that when Israel refuses such a collective Arab 
recognition, how and why would Hamas’s recognition 
of Israel change Israel's attitude and positions?...438 


It is not inconceivable that Hamas would recognize 
Israel. Hamas’s pragmatism and its realistic approach 
to issues leave ample room for such a development. 
Yet most of the conditions that could create a 
conducive climate for such a step lie in the hands of 
the Israelis. As long as Israel refuses to acknowledge 
the basic rights of the Palestinian people in any end 
result based on the principle of a two-state solution, 
Hamas will find it impossible to recognize Israel.432 


Writing well before the Gaza War in August 2014, Hroub 
wasn’t optimistic about the future of the Palestinian 
movement: 


Therefore, in the lack of a more viable third 
alternative between Fatah and Hamas, the next few 
years are likely to bring with them more apathy, 
indifference and political cynicism among the 
Palestinians.142 


Edward Said was one of the most articulate spokespeople 
for the Palestinians for many years. The following extracts 
from his writings on different subjects related to the conflict 
are as relevant now as they were when they were written 
fifteen years or more ago. 

He insists that the world needs to recognize the 
dispossession that took place in 1948: 


Israel’s constant demands for security conceal, | think, 
a deep insecurity about Israel’s ‘original sin’, the fact 
that there was always another people in Palestine, 
and that every village, kibbutz, settlement, city, and 
town had an Arab history also. Dayan used to admit it 
publicly. This generation of leaders hasn’t the 
honesty... there is tragedy beneath every road, every 
act of military prowess, every settlement. What sort of 
hypocrisy is it to rail against Islamic fundamentalism 
and to say nothing of Jewish fundamentalism that 
dehumanizes every non-Jew and relies on biblical 
promises that go back two millennia?444 


There is a fundamental blindness in the Israeli 
conscience which the PLO encouraged, instead of 
forcing responsibility on Zionism for its crimes against 
an entire people. There can never be peace between 


Palestinian Arabs and Israeli Jews (and their many 
diaspora supporters) until public acknowledgment of 
Israel’s dispossession, and continuing oppression of 
the Palestinian people is recognized as a matter of 
state policy.244 


He describes the significance of the First Intifada, which 
began in 1987: 


At no point in modern Middle Eastern history has a 
mass uprising been so vast and protracted in scale, so 
radical in its results, so profoundly meaningful as the 
current one in the Israeli-occupied territories. 

For one thing, this uprising has totally discredited 
the notion that the Palestinian issue - the Palestinian 
people themselves - can be finessed or ignored, or 
that, given the proper mixture of benign neglect and 
intimidation, the Palestinians will simply go away as a 
‘problem’. For another, the Palestinians as a whole 
have now gone into direct mass confrontation with the 
Israeli military in the Occupied Territories, and 
politically they have successfully defied and 
stalemated what is in effect one of the most 
redoubtable armies in the world. More important, in 
showing no fear but acting with great resourcefulness, 
the Palestinians have reduced the Israeli presence and 
its schemes on the West Bank and Gaza to reactive 
measures - cruel, stupid, politically bankrupt. 

The entire Palestinian nation is now unified; the 
distinctions between classes, communities and 
interests have been scrubbed; all are together. 
Internationally, there is little sympathy for Israel now 
as, unconditionally armed and supported politically by 
the United States, it lurches from refusal and negation 


to killing and bombing, pretending that the issue is 
simply one of law and order. Whose law and order?... 

It is surprisingly difficult to shift from having hardly 
any status to a position of relative and acknowledged 
centrality, but this is what has happened to the 
Palestinian people. By sheer force of will, this has 
been our achievement, symbolized by the uprising. No 
one, | think, doubts that our march to self- 
determination is now irreversible. But the course is 
still for us to map; our leaders and representatives 
remain ours to choose. Even the United States tacitly 
accepts these realities... 

It is not enough for well-intentioned people to talk 
about the need for peace. Peace has to be made with 
us, not with a ‘demographic problem’ - and the 
occupation must end. Respond to what Palestinians, 
as the aggrieved party, propose; argue with it, modify 
it, suggest alternatives. But do not throw it out, any 
more than you would advocate throwing Palestinians 
off their land.443 


He was consistently very critical of the Oslo Accords: 


It has taken almost exactly four years (writing in 
1997) for the Oslo peace process inexorably to peel 
off its cosmetic wrappings in order to reveal the stark 
truth hidden at its core: there was no real peace 
agreement, only an agreement to keep Israeli 
hegemony over the Palestinian territories safeguarded 
by hypocritical rhetoric and military power. In this... 
there was a lamentable Palestinian failure to judge 
Israeli motives - especially under Labor - and to 
preserve a degree of skepticism. Instead we entered 
an appalling spiral of loss and humiliation, gulled by 
the United States and the media into thinking that we 


had at last achieved some measure of respectability 
and acceptance, all of which has impoverished our 
people whose per capita income had been slashed by 
half; we have lost our ability to move around freely, 
confined to the dreadful little Bantustans (about three 
per cent of the West Bank) that we insist on calling 
liberated zones, obliged to watch more settlements 
being built and more land taken, more houses 
destroyed, more people evicted, and sadistic 
collective punishment meted out without proportion or 
reason. Western liberals must remember that Oslo 
was not a fresh start: it was built on twenty-six years 
of Israeli military occupation and, before that, 
nineteen years of Palestinian dispossession, exile, and 
oppression. If Israel has all along insisted that it is not 
responsible for what has been visited on the 
Palestinian people since 1948, then it should explain 
to us why we, alone of all people, should forget the 
past, remain uncompensated, our travails 
unacknowledged, even as all other victims of injustice 
have the right to reparations, apologies, and the like. 
There is no logic to that, only the cold, hard, 
narcissistic indifference of amoral power.244 


| have no doubt that the only acceptable form of 
peace between Israel and Palestine must really be a 
mutual one, in which Israel cannot enjoy benefits like 
sovereignty, security, territorial continuity, real 
political independence, and national self- 
determination, and Palestine not. Peace must be 
between equals, which is exactly what is wrong with 
the Oslo peace process.142 


Everything we now know about what happened in 
Oslo suggests that the Palestinian leadership believed 


that it was getting a state, whereas the Israelis in fact 
were planning exactly the opposite.+4© 


He explains his perception of the real underlying intentions 
of Israel concerning the West Bank: 


The Israelis were not just passing laws here and there 
but were operating with a plan and a vision for 
bringing these territories - which they clearly never 
planned to give up - under the rule of law for their 
purposes... carefully prepared plans to consolidate 
their hold on the territories and by no means to 
concede sovereignty or self-determination to the 
Palestinians.44/ 


He has been extremely critical of Arafat and the leadership 
of the Palestinian Authority: 


All | can come up with is a series of unflattering 
rationales for going on as before, with equally bad 
results and equally tragic consequences for the whole 
people. One rationale is that so long as the peace 
process guarantees the centrality of the PLO and its 
leader, then more or less anything goes. A second is 
that being so outmanoeuvred, outgunned, outsmarted 
by Israel, you feel you have no choice but to go on 
trying to brazen it out vis-a-vis your own people, with 
a lot of hopeful but ultimately misleading speeches 
and promises; meanwhile you surround yourself with 
supporters who tell you what you want to hear and 
are anxious to help you set up more feel-good things 
like a bagpipe band, a few luxurious cars and houses, 
postage stamps with your face on them, and so on. 
The best thing of all is to go on as many state visits 
(few of them necessary) as possible: one day 


Stockholm, another Paris, another Beijing, another 
Cairo. Third is the tactic of making more concessions, 
accepting all the humiliating Israeli conditions in the 
wishful fantasy that some day you'll either stop 
having to make concessions or the Israelis will give 
you a few things back. Fourth is the rationale that this 
is politics, a dirty business, so we proceed with the 
Israelis like partners in crime; never mind that they 
get all the advantages, a lot of commercial deals have 
come out this way.248 


He pleads with Palestinians to recognize the challenge that 
has been posed by Israel: 


The fundamental challenge that Israel poses is to 
ourselves - our inability to organize, our inability to 
dedicate ourselves to a basic set of principles from 
which we do not deviate, our inability to marshal our 
resources singlemindedly, our inability to devote all 
our efforts to education and competence, finally, our 
inability to choose a leadership that is capable of the 
task,442 


He outlines what he sees as the basic conditions of peace 
and changes of thinking that are required on the part of all 
the parties concerned: 


The only peace worth its name is an exchange of land 
for peace on the basis of rough parity between the 
two sides. There can be no peace without some 
genuine attempt on the part of Israel and its powerful 
supporters to take a step toward the people they have 
wronged, a step they must take in humility and 
reconciliation, not in clever talk and cruel 
behaviour.122 


What is needed now [writing in 1997] - and certainly 
the United States can take the step - is a restatement 
of the basic premise that there is peace only when 
land is given back, and that, for the short time that it 
may still be possible, the goal is independence and 
statehood for two peoples in Palestine. Start from 
that, and it might be possible to move toward the goal 
in aS many steps as are necessary. But one cannot 
expect peace and security while Palestinians continue 
to suffer and not one word is said about the causes of 
that suffering.424 


What we ask for is acknowledgment, not destruction; 
equality, not subordination. | think also that we must 
always be very clear in our understanding of Jewish 
suffering and in making it apparent that what binds us 
together is a common history of persecution, which 
must be shown not to be the exclusive possession of 
the Jewish people.424 


This was his perception of the prospects for peace in the 
late 1990s: 


It is... evident that on both sides the inclination 
toward a real peace with justice and equality is 
lacking. Israelis feel that after thirty years of military 
supremacy they can do what they want in either 
peace or war; Palestinians refuse to reconcile 
themselves to a state of permanent subjugation 
despite their leaders’ weakness. So long as the 
fundamental reality is denied or avoided - that Israel 
exists as a Jewish state by virtue of its having 
supplanted the rights of all Palestinians with a 
‘superior’ Jewish right - there can neither be 
reconciliation nor true coexistence. If the past thirty 


years have taught one lesson, it is that a yearning for 
peace and self-fulfilment among Palestinians cannot 
be abrogated or totally suppressed, no matter how 
militarily and politically powerful Israel is. What is now 
needed is a change of consciousness: Israelis must 
realize that their future depends on how they face up 
to and deal courageously with their collective history 
of responsibility for the Palestinian tragedy. And 
Palestinians, as well as other Arabs, must discover 
that the struggle for Palestinian rights is indivisible 
from the need to create a real civil and democratic 
society, to invest massively in innovative education, 
and to explore modes of secular community now 
unavailable in the ‘returns’ either to Judaism, 
Christianity, or Islam which are characteristic of 
contemporary religious fundamentalism.+22 


In rejecting the two-state solution, for many years he 
argued for one democratic state in which Jews and Arabs 
are equal as the only ultimate solution: 


The present crisis is, | think, a glimmering of the end 
of the two-state solution, whose unworkability Oslo, 
perhaps unconsciously, embodies. Israelis and 
Palestinians are too intertwined with each other in 
history, experience, and actuality to separate, even 
though each proclaims the need for separate 
statehood and will in fact have it. The challenge is to 
find a peaceful way in which to coexist not as warring 
Jews, Muslims, and Christians, but as equal citizens in 
the same land.4°4 


| see no other way than to begin now to speak about 
sharing the land that has thrust us together, sharing it 
in a truly democratic way, with equal rights for all 


citizens. There can be no reconciliation unless both 
peoples, two communities of suffering, resolve that 
their existence is a secular fact, and that it has to be 
dealt with as such. This does not mean a diminishing 
of Jewish life as Jewish life or surrendering Palestinian 
Arab aspirations and political existence; on the 
contrary, it means self-determination for both peoples. 
But it does mean being willing to soften, lessen, and 
finally give up special status for one people at the 
expense of the other. The Law of Return for Jews and 
the right of return for Palestinian refugees have to be 
considered and trimmed together. But the notions of 
Greater Israel as the land of the Jewish people given 
to them by God and of Palestine as an Arab land that 
cannot be alienated from the Arab homeland need to 
be reduced in scale and exclusivity.+2= 


Ali Abunimah, a Palestinian journalist and activist, in his 
book The Battle for Justice in Palestine, published in 2014, 
describes the dire situation that most Palestinians find 
themselves in: 


The Palestinians are winning. That might seem like 
hubris or even insensitivity. After all, in so many ways 
things have never looked worse. As | write these 
words, 1.7 million people in the Gaza Strip face their 
darkest days. After years of Israeli siege and war, 
electricity is out for most people for up to eighteen 
hours a day. With no pumps to take it away, sewage 
floods the streets. The water is undrinkable and 
there’s no escape as Israel and its ally, the Egyptian 
military regime, keep Gaza’s borders under near- 
permanent closure. 

A short distance away in the occupied West Bank, 
things are hardly better, as Israel - ruled by a 


triumphant and seemingly unassailable far right - 
relentlessly presses ahead with violent colonization 
aimed at ‘Judaizing’ what remains of Palestinian land. 
In the past two decades, Israeli military occupation 
has been complemented by something even more 
insidious: the Palestinian Authority’s collaborationist 
neoliberal regime, which robs its people of economic 
self-sufficiency and control even before ‘statehood’ is 
achieved. 

Meanwhile, Palestinian citizens in present-day Israel 
face escalating incitement from Israeli leaders who 
consider them an unwanted fifth column in a ‘Jewish 
state.’ For Palestinian refugees who have languished 
in exile since 1948, life has rarely been more 
desperate. Among the millions displaced in Syria’s 
horrifying civil war are more than two hundred 
thousand Palestinians, half of the Palestinian refugee 
population living in that country. In Egypt, the 
revolutionary expressions of support for Palestinian 
rights that threatened to up-end the Egyptian-lsraeli 
peace treaty after the 2011 overthrow of Hosni 
Mubarak have been drowned out by the coup regime 
and private media’s scapegoating Palestinians. Once 
again, Palestinians, prevented from returning to their 
homeland, are at the mercy of violent geopolitics over 
which they exercise no control. Burdened with at-best- 
ineffectual leaders lacking in vision, the Palestinians 
seem to many to be adrift.42© 


In spite of this he sees some signs of hope: US Secretary of 
State, John Kerry’s recognition that ‘today’s status quo will 
not be tomorrow’s or the future’s’; the heightened 
controversy over Israel’s ‘right to exist as a Jewish state’; 
the activism of Israeli Arabs; and Israel’s ‘mobilizing 
unprecedented resources in an effort to fight a global 


boycott, divestment and sanctions (BDS) movement that 
wins new adherents and chalks up new achievements every 
week’. He continues: 


As one consequence of these efforts, the question of 
Palestine is being redefined not as the ‘Palestinian 
problem,’ but as the settler-colonial problem and the 
problem of Zionism’s attempt to deny the rights, the 
history, and even the existence of the Palestinian 
people. Amid this transformation, Palestinians are 
rediscovering the necessity of waging a joint struggle 
with others, in the United States and around the 
world, who face systematic violence rooted in 
ideologies of racial and cultural supremacy. None of 
this is happening because governments or politicians 
have suddenly found the courage to confront Israel, 
but despite their persistent refusal to do so... 

While Palestinians have always enjoyed broad 
global public support, this support has been too 
readily neutralized as long as it was limited to periodic 
street demonstrations - important as those can be - 
or channeled through unrepresentative governments. 
What is different now is that Palestinians and the 
global solidarity movement are mobilizing this support 
in a sustained campaign that Israel has defined as an 
‘existential threat’ to its dominance. 

So now let me qualify my opening claim: the 
Palestinians are winning the argument and Zionists 
are losing it. Israel’s panicked but formidable 
counterattack... underscores that the battle for justice 
in Palestine is and has always been, first and foremost 
a battle of ideas: that Zionism has a right to colonize 
Palestine, expel its indigenous people, and deny rights 
to those who remain; that Jews form a collective that 
has a right to claim Palestine for itself; that resisting 


Zionism’s violent takeover of Palestine is ‘extremism’ 
and ‘terrorism’ while acquiescing to it is ‘moderation’ 
and ‘peace’; that there is no future except through 
partition and segregation; that decolonization and a 
just future for all who live in historic Palestine remains 
within reach...424 

The final chapter is entitled ‘Reclaiming Self-Determination’ 

and ends with this passionate plea: 


Placing self-determination back at the center of the 
Palestinian question compels us to formulate a 
strategy that addresses the rights of all segments of 
the Palestinian community, inside and outside historic 
Palestine, and which ensures their right to participate 
in the struggle for and enjoy the fruits of self- 
determination. It requires acting out an agenda that 
addresses the three historical and current sources of 
injustice, the ‘roots’ of the conflict. Such an agenda, 
as stated in the widely endorsed 2005 Palestinian call 
for BDS, demands that Israel recognize the Palestinian 
people’s inalienable right to self-determination and 
uphold international law by ending its occupation and 
colonization of all Arab lands; dismantling the 
apartheid wall in the West Bank; recognizing the 
fundamental rights of the Arab-Palestinian citizens of 
present-day Israel to full equality; and respecting, 
protecting, and promoting the rights of Palestinian 
refugees to return to their homes and properties, as 
stipulated in UN Resolution 194... 

After six and a half decades, Israel is no closer to 
quieting the challenges to its legitimacy, nor could an 
agreement with an unrepresentative Palestinian 
leadership ever do so. Neither the passage of time nor 
declarations cajoled, bullied, or bought out of 


successive leaders of the Palestinian national 
movement have settled the questions of Israel’s 
creation or its demand to be recognized as a ‘Jewish 
state’ with the right to discriminate against 
Palestinians. Palestinian claims for self-determination 
have not been extinguished, nor have Palestinians 
generally pursued them with any less vigor. Indeed, 
Netanyahu’s demand that Palestinians must accept 
Israel’s ‘right to exist as a Jewish state,’ is an implicit 
recognition that the Zionist project can never enjoy 
legitimacy or stability without the active consent of 
the Palestinian people. Palestinians have steadfastly 
resisted granting such recognition because to do so 
would negate their rights and indeed threaten their 
very existence. There has never been a more 
opportune moment for Palestinians to put forward 
their demands for decolonization, equality, and justice 
in clear, principled, visionary, and inclusive terms. The 
tenacious resistance on the ground, in all its 
legitimate forms, and the growing global BDS 
solidarity movement need to be complemented by a 
program worthy of such efforts and sacrifices. Our 
energy should be invested in developing support for 
such a program rather than worrying about the 
minutiae of moribund negotiations which, long 
experience has shown, cannot result in the restoration 
of Palestinian rights. It is onto this new territory that 
the battle for justice in Palestine is now decisively 
shifting.228 


2.11 Conclusions 


Anti-Semitism 


Prejudices against Jews which had developed over many 
centuries in Christian Europe combined with various 


political, social, and economic factors in Europe (and 
especially Eastern Europe) in the nineteenth century to 
create strong feelings against Jews, and these led to violent 
attacks on a number of Jewish communities and individuals. 
Herzl understood the basic source of anti-Semitism to be the 
fact that ‘we Jews have maintained ourselves, even if 
through no fault of our own, as a foreign body among the 
different nations’. ‘The guilty conscience of Christendom 
translated into support of Zionism, most importantly in the 
United States’ (Benny Morris).222 (Section 2.1.) 


Zionism 

The early leaders of the Zionist movement, many of whom 
were secular Jews, like Theodor Herzl and Chaim Weizmann, 
worked for the creation of a Jewish homeland in Palestine as 
a solution to the problem of anti-Semitism in Europe. In 
spite of all they said to the contrary in public, their ultimate 
goal was the setting up of some kind of Jewish state in 
Palestine. Some of the new Israeli historians now recognize 
that from the beginning ‘Zionism was a colonizing and 
expansionist ideology and movement’ (Benny Morris).2&2 
(Section 2.2.) 


Jewish settlement in the land 

When the modern period of Jewish immigration began in the 
1880s, the Jews numbered only about 5 per cent of the total 
population and were living in a limited number of centres. 
Most of the land they acquired was bought from absentee 
Palestinian landowners, and these sales, which were later 
bitterly regretted, exposed fatal weaknesses in Arab society. 
The intention of many of the settlers was to say to the Arabs 
‘Move over’. Throughout the conflict there has been a 
‘mutual lack of empathy’ between Jewish settlers and the 
Arabs (Benny Morris).2& (Section 2.3.) 


Arab reactions to Jewish settlement 


When the Arabs realized that the Jews might eventually 
outnumber them and gain control of the country, they 
naturally did all they could to prevent this happening. It was 
inevitable that the steady influx of Jewish immigrants would 
sooner or later lead to friction and to conflict. Since the aims 
of the Jewish leadership were so totally incompatible with 
the Arabs’ desire for self-determination, the struggle 
between the two communities was bound to lead to 
violence. When the Arabs resorted to violence, it was in 
order to protect their interests and avoid being submerged 
by the immigrant community. When Jews resorted to 
violence, it was to establish themselves as an independent 
community in a hostile environment. ‘Paradoxically it was in 
large part the thrust and threat of Zionism that generated... 
consciousness of collective self, that is a distinct Palestinian 
and Arab identity and nationalism’ (Benny Morris). 182 
(Section 2.4.) 


The role of Britain 

The promises made by the British government during the 
First World War to the Jews (in the Balfour Declaration) and 
to the Arabs (e.g. in the Hussein-McMahon correspondence) 
appear to us now (and to some at the time) to have been 
contradictory and incompatible. The British government was 
at best totally unrealistic and at worst simply dishonest in 
thinking that a Jewish homeland could be established in 
Palestine without in any way harming the interests of the 
Arabs in Palestine. The Arabs had special reason to feel 
bitter and resentful at the way the British and the other 
Western powers represented at the peace conference at 
Versailles in 1919 broke all the promises they had made, 
and instead of granting the Arabs independence established 
their own authority throughout the Middle East largely to 
further their own interests. In the period between the two 
world wars, the Jewish enterprise in the land ‘unfolded 
under the protective carapace of British rifles and under a 


beneficent and efficient administration that made the task 
of the settlers and the Jewish Agency infinitely easier’ 
(Benny Morris).+& (Section 2.5.) 


The role of the United Nations 

When the British government felt that it could not resolve 
the growing conflict between the two sides, it declared its 
intention to end the Mandate and to hand the problem over 
to the United Nations. The delegation who visited the 
country recommended partition: a Jewish state including 55 
per cent of the land and a population of 509,780 Arabs and 
490,020 Jews; an Arab state including the remaining 45 per 
cent of the land and a population of 749,101 Arabs and 
9,520 Jews; and Jerusalem becoming an ‘international zone’. 
In voting for the plan, many of the member states of the UN 
were influenced by self-interest and by pressure both from 
Jews and from the American government. (Section 2.6.) 


Partition and war (1948) 

The Jews prepared much more carefully than the Arabs, and 
many of their leaders talked about the idea of ‘transfer’. 
Atrocities were committed by both sides. Arab armies from 
Egypt, Jordan, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon invaded, although 
each had different motives. Jordan wanted to annex the 
West Bank to Jordan and had already made a secret 
agreement with the Jews that it would not prevent the 
establishment of the Jewish state. As the conflict spread, 
between 700,000 and 800,000 Arabs left their homes (i.e. 
approximately 60 per cent of the pre-war Arab population of 
Palestine, or 85 per cent of the Arab population that would 
have been within the State of Israel). The Palestinians could 
have established their own state at the time, but rejected 
the idea because they felt that the division of the land was 
unfair and favoured the Jews, and because they felt that the 
plan went against the principle of self-determination and 


was imposed on them without adequate consultation. 
(Section 2.7.) 


Israel’s self-perception 

Israel sees itself as a state for the whole Jewish people, and 
its ‘Law of Return’ gives any Jew anywhere in the world the 
right to settle in Israel. Jews feel that the establishment of 
the state has restored their pride and enabled them to be 
masters in their own land and a nation among the nations. 
After the destruction of the Holocaust they have created a 
haven, ‘the ultimate asylum’ in which Jewish life, culture, 
and values can be preserved. Thousands of Jews have been 
saved from death or discrimination in other countries. 
Amounting to around one-fifth of the total number of Jews in 
the world, they can feel that they are a nation on their own 
soil, with their own language and faith, and believe that 
they have much to give to the world. They recognize that 
the creation of the Jewish state has caused suffering and 
injustice to others, but point out that territorial changes 
have been a fact of life for many centuries. ‘Zionism is an 
attempt of the Jewish people to give contemporary 
expression to their identity.’ While some have wanted Israel 
to withdraw from the West Bank, the majority now seems 
determined to hold on to most of it in one way or another. 
Successive governments have been moving further to the 
right, becoming less willing to negotiate with the 
Palestinians. (Section 2.8.) 


Other Jewish/Israeli voices 

Not all Jews, whether in Israel or outside, are Zionists. Some 
have questioned the vision of the Zionist movement and the 
very idea of a Jewish state, while others have been critical of 
the way the state has acted. Israel functions as a 
democracy, and strongly critical voices have been raised 
within Israel against the suppression of the Palestinians 


since 1967. Many believe that the conquest of the West 
Bank has turned out to be a ‘poisoned chalice’. (ection 2.9.) 


Different Palestinian voices 

Of the 8 million Palestinians in the world today, 1 million live 
in Israel, where they form 20 per cent of the total 
population, 3 million live on the West Bank and Gaza (either 
under the Palestinian Authority or under Israeli military 
rule), while 4 million live outside Israel/Palestine, with 3.5 
million of them officially registered as refugees (making the 
largest number of refugees of any nationality in the world). 
All Palestinians have a strong sense of their Palestinian 
identity and believe that it needs to be expressed in the 
form of some kind of Palestinian state. They feel that few 
people in the world have recognized the injustices they have 
suffered or been prepared to do anything to redress them. 
The PLO has since 1964 been the strongest voice of the 
Palestinians in the outside world, representing a secular, 
non-religious response to the conflict, and has changed its 
position at several stages. Hamas, the Islamic Resistance 
Movement represents a strongly Islamic response to the 
Jewish state and is critical of both Israel and the PLO, totally 
rejecting the so-called ‘Peace Process’ since 1991 and 1993. 
In spite of attempts at reconciliation, the Palestinian 
movement is seriously weakened by the conflict between 
Fatah and Hamas. Until his death in 2003 Edward Said was a 
passionate but not uncritical advocate of the Palestinian 
cause. And activists like Ali Abunimah have more recently 
argued for BDS and for the one-state solution. (Section 
2.10.) 


CHAPTER 3 


Crucial Issues Today 
Asking the Right Questions 


What follows in this chapter is an attempt to articulate some 
of the questions that need to be asked at this particular 
point in time in order to find our way through all the 
controversies over the land. 


3.1. What about the occupation? 


The central issue in the conflict since 1967 has remained 
Israel’s occupation of East Jerusalem and the West Bank. 
The United Nations has frequently repeated its call for Israel 
to withdraw, reaffirming the principle of ‘the inadmissibility 
of the acquisition of territory by force’ and referring to ‘the 
overriding necessity to end the prolonged occupation of 
Arab territories occupied by Israel since 1967, including 
Jerusalem’. The Geneva Convention states that the 
occupying power is not allowed to alter the status of 
occupied territories and ‘shall not deport or transfer parts of 
its own civilian population into the territory it occupies’. 

In the months following the occupation of East Jerusalem 
and the West Bank in 1967, opinions in Israel were divided, 
with some arguing strongly that Israel should withdraw. 
Before long, however, the consensus within the government 
was that they should hold on to East Jerusalem and the West 
Bank. Israel has therefore consistently refused to implement 
UN resolutions, arguing that the pre-1967 borders were 


indefensible, and that they had never been internationally 
recognized. It has claimed that these territories are not 
‘occupied’ but ‘disputed’, and consequently has continued 
its policy of building settlements. 

Israel’s dilemma since 1967 was summed up many years 
ago by the late King Hussein of Jordan: ‘Israel may have 
either peace or territory, but she can never have both.’2A 
recent book by an Israeli historian, Avi Raz, The Bride and 
the Dowry: Israel, Jordan, and the Palestinians in the 
Aftermath of the June 1967 War, explains how the dilemma 
was perceived within Israel: 


Israel desired the land without its population. As early 
as 7 June, the third day of the Six Day War, Defense 
Minister Moshe Dayan told Lt. Gen. Yitzhak Rabin, the 
chief of the General Staff, that the aim was to empty 
the West Bank of its inhabitants. When the hostilities 
were over, Prime Minister Levi Eshkol coined a 
metaphor which adequately encapsulated the Israeli 
ambition. In the metaphor Israel’s territorial conquests 
were a ‘dowry’ and the Arab population a ‘bride.’ ‘The 
trouble is that the dowry is followed by a bride whom 
we don’t want,’ Eshkol repeatedly said. 


This comment was probably a deliberate echo of the 
message sent in a telegram from Jerusalem by a delegation 
of Jewish rabbis who came from Vienna immediately after 
the first Zionist Congress in 1898: ‘The bride is beautiful, 
but she is married to another man.’ A recent book on the 
occupation by another Israeli historian, Ahron Bregman, 
entitled Cursed Victory: A History of Israel and the Occupied 
Territories offers a clear response to Israeli arguments about 
the occupation: 


The vast majority of legal experts reject the main 
tenet of the Israeli argument, namely that the Fourth 
Geneva Convention and the Hague Convention are 
not applicable just because the previous status of the 
territories may have been slightly different from what 
those who negotiated the Convention had in mind. In 
truth, behind closed doors, Israeli leaders do 
recognize that their view that Palestinian areas under 
their control since 1967 are not occupied lands is not 
convincing and can hardly be sustained... 

It is quite safe to say that the Israeli government 
and its defenders stand relatively alone in their denial 
of the nature of the occupation and, indeed, where 
Israel has sought to obfuscate or redefine what that 
occupation means, others see no room for 
interpretation. The UN General Assembly, for instance, 
has resolved that the situation in the lands seized by 
Israel in 1967 is one of occupation, and has urged it to 
respect the principles contained in the Fourth Geneva 
Convention and other Conventions. And the UN’s 
International Court of Justice, for the most part a 
sober, mainstream, conservative legal organ, is 
unequivocally clear, both its individual judges and as 
a whole, that ‘Few propositions can be said to 
command an almost universal acceptance... as the 
proposition that Israel’s presence in the Palestinian 
territory of the West Bank including East Jerusalem 
and Gaza is one of military occupation governed by 
the applicable international regime of military 
occupation.’2 


The situation today, therefore, is that most of the world 
believes that Israel’s continuing occupation of East 
Jerusalem and the West Bank and all the settlements that 
have been built on it are illegal in international law. In 


defiance of international opinion, Israel’s response has been 
to create facts on the ground in order to make it difficult, if 
not impossible, for the creation of any viable Palestinian 
state on the West Bank with East Jerusalem as its capital. 
And many observers - and some Israelis - argue that by 
continuing to control Palestinian territory and build 
settlements, whose Jewish inhabitants (unlike their 
Palestinian neighbours) enjoy full rights under Israeli law, 
Israel has effectively created a kind of apartheid state. 

Everyone recognizes that the present situation is 
intolerable and will have to end. But how? Will Israel ever 
relinquish control of major parts of the West Bank to allow 
the creation of some kind of Palestinian entity - whether it’s 
a state or something less than a state? If it annexes the 
whole area and makes it part of the State of Israel, what 
would be the status of the Palestinians? Or would it want the 
main Palestinian areas to be incorporated into Jordan? 

Since so much revolves around the question of the 
occupation, one is tempted to adapt Bill Clinton’s famous 
sentence about the economy and to say, ‘It’s the 
occupation, stupid!’ 


3.2. What about Gaza? 


The Gaza Strip is 25 miles long and between 3.7 and 7.5 
miles wide, covering an area of 139 square miles and with a 
population of 1.9 million. It is one of the most overcrowded 
places in the world, and because of Israel’s occupation since 
1967 and the blockade of its borders since 2007 has been 
described as ‘the largest open-air prison in the world’. 
Having already noted the three destructive Israeli attacks on 
Gaza in the last eight years (Section 1.17), it is appropriate 
to come back to Gaza in this context because it highlights 
so many of the issues underlying the conflict: 


e Out of the total population of 1.9 million, around 1.2 
million are refugees or from the families of refugees 
who were forced to move from areas that became part 
of Israel in 1948. The rockets that were landing on 
Israel, therefore, were probably being fired by 
Palestinian refugees into areas in Israel where their 
parents and grandparents had been living before 1948. 


Israel occupied Gaza in the Six Day War in 1967 and 
before long had built 21 settlements with 8,600 
settlers. Although all these settlers were withdrawn by 
Sharon’s government in 2005, Israel still has total 
control of its borders with Gaza and over its coastline, 
and of all the traffic that crosses the border. Israel is 
still considered the occupying power and is therefore 
responsible for the welfare of all the inhabitants of 
Gaza. 


e The withdrawal from Gaza under Sharon in 2006 was 
presented by Israel as a magnanimous gesture and a 
major concession to the Palestinians. The underlying 
motive behind the withdrawal, however, was explained 
in a very frank interview by Dov Weisglass, one of 
Sharon's closest advisers: 


The significance [of the unilateral withdrawal] is the 
freezing of the political process. And when you freeze 
that process you prevent the establishment of a 
Palestinian state and you prevent a discussion about 
the refugees, the borders, and Jerusalem [all of which 
are at the heart of he roadmap.] Effectively, this 
whole package that is called the Palestinian state, 
with all that it entails, has been removed from our 
agenda... and all this with authority and permission. 
All with the [US] presidential blessing... and we taught 


the world... that there is no one to talk to [on the 
Palestinian side]... 


e The bitter division and rivalry between Hamas and 
Fatah led to the Hamas takeover of Gaza in 2007 and 
has continued until today. Although there have been 
several attempts at reconciliation, deep differences 
remain and will continue to weaken the position of the 
Palestinians in any future negotiations with Israel. 


e During the year that the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
Muhammad Morsi was in power in Egypt, relations with 
Hamas were good because of the historical link 
between Hamas and the Muslim Brotherhood. But since 
Morsi was ousted and General al-Sisi came to power in 
2013, the new government has launched an all-out 
attack on the Muslim Brotherhood. Relations between 
Egypt and Hamas have therefore been extremely cool, 
and Egypt has maintained tight restrictions on the flow 
of people and supplies between Egypt and Gaza. 


e Recent Israeli governments seem to have believed that 
the only way to deal with Gaza is to impose a military 
solution through highly destructive attacks and to 
strangle the economy. ‘It is difficult to resist the 
conclusion,’ wrote Avi Shlaim during the war, ‘that 
Israel’s real objective in unleashing this offensive is to 
bomb Hamas into a humiliating surrender. Israel’s 
ultimate aim seems to be not just a peace but the 
reimposition of the status quo with a fragmented 
Palestine and with itself as an imperial overlord.’ While 
Israel certainly achieved its goal of stopping the rockets 
and destroying tunnels, it has increased the anger and 
bitterness of the people of Gaza and their 
determination to end the occupation and the blockade, 
and increased Israel’s isolation internationally. 


e If a Palestinian state were ever to be created, Gaza 
would have to be linked with the West Bank through 
some kind of corridor. Many believe, however, that for 
Israel the ideal solution would be for Gaza to be taken 
over by Egypt - which is no doubt the last thing that 
Egypt would want. 


Gaza no longer receives much attention in the world’s 
media, but lives with an increasing humanitarian crisis. With 
all these issues coming to the surface in the 2014 offensive 
in Gaza, and with the UN predicting that conditions in Gaza 
will be ‘unliveable’ in the next few years because of the 
severe limitation of supplies for reconstruction entering 
Gaza, the status quo is completely unsustainable. The dire 
situation of the people of Gaza simply underlines the 
desperate need for a long-term solution to be found. 


3.3 What have been the main subjects of dispute? 


Three fundamental issues have been at the heart of the 
argument for decades: refugees, borders, and Jerusalem. 
The first of these goes back to the months before and after 
the creation of Israel in 1948, while the second and third go 
back to the Six Day War of 1967. 


Refugees and the right of return: what is to be done 
with all those who became refugees in 1948? 

In 1948-49 the number of Palestinian refugees who left or 
were forced from their homes was around 750,000. After the 
ceasefire Israel adopted a strict policy of preventing 
refugees from returning to their homes in Israel. In his book 
Plowshares into Swords: From Zionism to Israel, Arno J. 
Mayer writes that ‘The ordeal of the Palestinian refugees 
became the original sin of Israel’s foundation and the curse 
of Middle Eastern politics and diplomacy.’ 


The total number of Palestinian refugees registered with 
the UN in November 2010 was 4,966,664. Palestinians 
believe, however, that there are between 1 and 2 million 
refugees in the region who are not registered with the UN. 


e 41 per cent of these refugees are on the West Bank and 
in Gaza; 


e 40 per cent are in Jordan; 
e 10 per cent are in Syria; 


e 9 per cent are in Lebanon (where they constitute 
around 10 per cent of the total population); 


around 29 per cent of these refugees remain in refugee 
camps (18 per cent in Jordan and 50 per cent in 
Lebanon).4 


International law states clearly that refugees have the right 
both to return to the homes and to receive compensation. 
This right was written into the UN General Assembly’s 
Resolution 194 of 11 December 1949: 


... [that] refugees wishing to return to their homes and 
live at peace with their neighbours should be 
permitted to do so at the earliest practicable date, 
and that compensation should be paid for the 
property of those choosing not to return and for the 
loss of or damage to property which, under principles 
of international law or in equity, should be made good 
by the Governments or authorities responsible.® 


Israel’s response to the Palestinian argument about 
refugees has been: 


that if the Palestinians and Arabs had accepted the UN 
Partition Plan in 1947, there would have been no 
refugee problem today; 


that while Palestinians focus on this part of the UN 
Resolution they did not accept all its other provisions; 


that Israel has had to absorb hundreds of thousands of 
Jewish refugees who were forced to leave their homes 
in Arab countries; 


that after so many years it is no longer realistic to allow 
the original refugees or their descendants to return to 
their properties that they left in 1948, and very few of 
them would want to live in the Jewish state; 


that Israel wants to remain a Jewish state with a Jewish 
majority. 


What would be the preferred option of Palestinian refugees 
themselves? A survey carried out in 2001 in the West Bank 
and Gaza by the Israel Palestine Center for Research 
and Information concluded that 


.. more than 70 percent of those polled indicated that 


they would accept compensation and either remain 
where they were or, in many cases, move to territory 
that is or would be Palestinian. Only ten percent 
indicated that they would choose to return to their 
original homes within Israel. This suggests that the 
problem lies in the clash between the absolute right to 
choose, meaning theoretically the right of 5 million 
refugees to transform totally the demography of 
Israel, and the reality that only a relative few would 
choose to live in a Jewish state rather than a 
Palestinian state...2 


At the Taba talks in 2000 there was some Serious discussion 
of this issue and a certain amount of progress was made. 
While some Israelis have been willing to allow a symbolic 
number of refugees to return to Israel, Israel’s negotiating 
position on this question seems to have hardened. Hamas 
maintains its insistence on the right of return, and many 
Palestinians are concerned that in recent negotiations the 
Palestinian Authority negotiators may already have gone too 
far in surrendering the refugees’ right of return. 


Borders: After 1967 what should be the border 
between Israel and any Palestinian state or entity 
that might be created? 

The Palestinian position has generally been that 
negotiations must start with the 1967 borders. This was 
made explicit in the 2002 proposal of the Arab League. 
Having committed themselves to take part in the Oslo 
process and having therefore accepted that Israel, even 
within its 1967 borders, includes 78 per cent of Mandate 
Palestine, they have been very unwilling to concede to Israel 
any more of the remaining 22 per cent. 

At Camp David in 2000 Israel wanted to annexe 9-12 per 
cent of the West Bank, thus incorporating the majority of 
Jewish settlers in settlements. At the Taba talks in 2000 
Israel asked for only 6 per cent, although this would still 
have meant that 80 per cent of the settlers would be within 
Israel. There have also been suggestions of land swaps in 
which Arab majority areas in Israel might be annexed to the 
Palestinian state. But this is rejected by both Palestinians in 
the Occupied Territories and Palestinians with Israeli 
citizenship as an attempt by Israel to reduce the number of 
its non-Jewish citizens. 

The creation of over 135 settlements on the West Bank 
with over 350,000 settlers (plus a further 300,000 in 
occupied East Jerusalem) has made it extremely difficult to 


see how to achieve the goal of ‘a Palestinian state that is 
viable, contiguous and independent’. 


Jerusalem: Who should have the sovereignty over 
East Jerusalem - and especially over the Old City 
(including the Temple Mount)? 

The Palestinians have argued that since Jerusalem was 
under Muslim rule from 638 to 1918 (except for around 200 
years when it was under the Crusaders) and under Arab rule 
for more than 900 years, Palestinians should have 
sovereignty at least over the Old City and the rest of East 
Jerusalem where they have been the majority for centuries. 

In June 1967 Israel annexed 70 square kilometres of East 
Jerusalem, including twenty-eight surrounding villages into 
West Jerusalem, thus including this area within the civil 
administration of Israel. Then in 1980 Israel changed its 
Basic Law (constitution) to say that ‘Jerusalem, complete 
and united, is the capital of Israel.’ 

It is claimed that in 2000 at Camp David Barak offered 
Arafat sovereignty over East Jerusalem and the Old City. 
Others believe, however, that this offer did not include the 
Old City and that all that was offered as the capital for any 
Palestinian state was an area on the East of the Mount of 
Olives. In recent negotiations Israeli leaders have made it 
abundantly clear that sovereignty over Jerusalem is totally 
non-negotiable. Palestinians ask why they should engage in 
negotiations with Israel when one of the key issues is not 
even on the table. 


3.4 What happened to the peace process? 


The end of the Gulf War in 1991 encouraged George Bush 
Snr to believe that the time was ripe for a determined effort 
to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The Madrid 
Conference in 1991 led to the Oslo Accords of 1993-95, 
creating a process that was supposed to lead to the 


establishment of a Palestinian state. None of the initiatives 
of successive American presidents - Carter, Clinton, Bush 
Jnr, and Obama - have produced any solid results. What 
then went wrong? 

Most Israelis would say that the majority of Palestinians 
have never been able to accept the existence of the State of 
Israel, and that the Palestinians who have talked about 
peace have seen it as a means to the end of destroying 
Israel. When Palestinians have resorted to suicide bombings 
and terrorist attacks - as in the Second Intifada of 2000-05 - 
Israelis have felt very vulnerable and inevitably unwilling to 
take part in further negotiations. 

Most Palestinians would argue that ever since 1967 Israel 
has been determined to hold on to East Jerusalem and the 
West Bank and has never been willing to surrender these to 
the Palestinians, responding with delaying tactics to every 
approach from the Palestinians. Soon after the 1967 war 
Israel started creating facts on the ground in order to 
prevent the creation of any viable Palestinian state. It was 
Israel’s expansionist policies that provoked the violent 
response from the Palestinians, which was then used as a 
justification for refusing to negotiate. Palestinians also point 
to their leaders’ acceptance of the 2002 Arab Peace 
Initiative, which did accept the existence of the State of 
Israel within its 1967 borders. 

Many observers - both within and outside Israel - have 
concluded that there are three main reasons why the peace 
process has failed: 


1. The Oslo Accords did not attempt to deal with the 
most crucial issues - refugees, borders, and Jerusalem 
- but postponed discussion of them until a future date. 


2. The Accords failed to create a mechanism for ensuring 
that both parties kept their side of the agreement. In 
particular, Israel has effectively undermined the 


Accords by creating facts on the ground, in particular 
by building more settlements on occupied territory. 


3. The one superpower in the world, the USA, which 
should have been an honest broker in ensuring the 
completion of the process, has been too closely 
identified with one side in the conflict and has 
therefore been unable or unwilling to put sufficient 
pressure on Israel to honour its commitments. 


This is how the Israeli historian Avi Shlaim explains his 
understanding of what happened to the peace process: 


... the basic reason for the failure of Oslo to resolve 
the conflict is that Israel, under the leadership of the 
Likud, reneged on its side of the deal. By resorting to 
violence, the Palestinians contributed to the 
breakdown of trust without which no political progress 
is possible. But the more fundamental cause behind 
the loss of trust and the loss of momentum was the 
Israeli policy of expanding settlements on the West 
Bank, which carried on under Labour as well as Likud. 
This policy precluded the emergence of a viable 
Palestinian state without which there can be no end to 
the conflict. 

The breakdown of the Oslo process suggests one 
general conclusion about the international relations of 
the Middle East, namely, the importance of external 
intervention for the resolution of regional conflicts... 
the PLO and Israel were able to negotiate the Oslo 
Accord without the help of a third party. But the 
imbalance in power between them made it 
exceedingly difficult to carry this agreement to a 
successful conclusion. America’s role as manager of 
the peace process was therefore essential to the 
success of the whole enterprise. In the final analysis, 


only the United States could push Israel into a 
settlement. And in the event, America’s failure to 
exert sufficient pressure on Israel to withdraw from 
the occupied territories was one of the factors that 
contributed to the breakdown of the Oslo peace 
process.22 


3.5 The one-state or the two-state solution? 


The UN Partition Plan of 1947 proposed the partition of 
Palestine into two states - one Jewish and one Palestinian 
Arab. At the very first Zionist Congress in 1898 Herzl had 
begun the process of setting up structures that would 
prepare the ground for the creation of the Jewish state, and 
this process was continued throughout the period of the 
British mandate. The Palestinian Arabs did what they could 
to resist the growing number and power of the Jewish 
settlers and frequently turned to violence, hoping that no 
Jewish state would ever be created. They probably never 
imagined that they might eventually be allowed - or even 
called on - to create an Arab state. They were so angry 
about what they saw as the unfairness of the Partition Plan 
and the way it was being imposed on them from outside 
that, instead of setting about the creation of a Palestinian 
state - which they could have done at that time - they did 
all they could to prevent the establishment of the Jewish 
state. 

When Britain withdrew from Palestine in 1948, it washed 
its hands of the conflict and refused to make any provision 
for what would follow after its withdrawal. Avi Shlaim is 
brutally frank in his assessment of Britain’s actions: 


The manner in which the Mandate ended was the 
worst blot on Britain’s entire record as the mandatory 
power. Britain left Palestine without an orderly transfer 
of power to a legitimate government. In this respect, 


the end of the Palestine Mandate has the dubious 
distinction of being unique in the annals of the British 
Empire.+ 


For some years now there have been two main options for 
resolving the conflict: 


The two-state solution 

Having rejected partition in 1948, the Palestinians for some 
years held on to their dream of reclaiming the whole of 
Palestine, and it wasn’t until 1988 that the PLO reversed its 
previous policy and began to embrace the two-state solution 
- with a Palestinian state within the 1967 borders alongside 
Israel. A Palestinian state would include the West Bank (or 
as much of it as Israel was willing to withdraw from) and 
Gaza. Palestinians continue to insist that East Jerusalem 
would need to be the capital of the Palestinian state. 


The one-state solution 


This has taken two forms: 


e A binational state, in which neither side would dominate 
over the other. This is how the idea is explained by 
Alan Dowty: 


Power would be shared between the two communities 
through arrangements similar to those in other 
binational regimes such as Belgium or Canada... The 
current argument is that Israeli entanglement in the 
West Bank and Gaza has become irreversible; 
therefore, Jews and Arabs must learn to live in the 
same state. A binational state would in theory be 
neither Jewish nor Arab, but it would soon have an 
Arab majority given current population trends...24 


e One democratic state. Israel would cease to exist as a 
Jewish state, and within the 1948 borders of Palestine 
there would be one single state in which there would be 
complete equality between Jews and Arabs. It is argued 
that Israel’s occupation of East Jerusalem and the West 
Bank and the building of settlements have made it 
impossible for a viable Palestinian state to be created, 
and that Israel’s own policies have therefore 
undermined the possibility of the two-state solution. 
This is how the basic ideas are explained in the charter 
of the One Democratic State movement: 


1. Only a united and genuinely democratic state in 
Palestine, without distinction of race, religion, 
ethnicity, or national origin, can provide liberty and 
security for all. 


2. The entire land of Palestine between the 
Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River is to be 
established as one country that belongs to all of its 
citizens. The other occupied territories are to be 
restored to their rightful countries of origin. 


3. This country must be constituted as one independent 
and democratic state in which all citizens enjoy equal 
rights and can live in freedom and security. 


4. The citizens of this state include all those who live 
there and all those who were expelled over the past 
century and their descendants. 


We need to add that an alternative to both these solutions is 
the ‘three-state solution’, which would mean three states 
alongside each other: Israel, Jordan (which would annexe 
the Arab areas of the West Bank and think of itself as a 
Palestinian state), and Egypt (which would annexe Gaza). 


Some observers believe that this is the preferred option for 
an increasing number of Israelis. 

The historian Tony Judt summarizes the options very 
starkly: 


The true alternative facing the Middle East in coming 
years will be between an ethnically cleansed Greater 
Israel and a single, integrated, binational state of Jews 
and Arabs, Israelis and Palestinians.22 


3.6 Zionism or Zionisms? 


Are we dealing with a movement and an ideology with a 
clear central focus that can be clearly defined? Or have 
there been such a variety of visions for the Jewish national 
movement that we have to speak of ‘Zionisms’ (plural)? 

The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines Zionism as ‘a 
movement for (originally) the re-establishment and (now) 
the development of a Jewish nation in what is now Israel’. 
Any reflection on the definition of Zionism must of course 
begin with Theodor Herzl’s short book, The Jews’ State [der 
Judenstaat]: An Attempt at a Modern Solution to the Issue of 
the Jews, published in 1896, which has been described as 
‘the breakthrough that brought Zionism to the world’s 
attention’ .44 In it, Herzl argued that Jews must not only think 
of themselves as ‘a people’ but as ‘a nation’; and, in the 
thinking of late nineteenth-century Europe, ‘a nation’ 
required ‘a state’. The solution to the problem of anti- 
Semitism in Europe was for Jews to emigrate and create a 
state in Palestine. When the World Zionist Organization was 
founded a year later in 1897 and declared that its aim was 
‘to create for the Jewish people a home in Palestine secured 
by public law’, they avoided the word ‘state’ because of the 
concerns it would raise in the minds of the Ottomans and 
the Arabs. But because of the title of Herzl’s book, there can 


be little doubt that the goal of the Zionist leaders was the 
creation of some kind of Jewish state in Palestine. 

Even before the end of the nineteenth century, however, 
it became clear that there were significant differences 
between Zionist leaders in their vision of what the Jewish 
homeland would look like. Ahad Ha’am, for example, from 
the 1880s was critical of the arrogant attitudes of the Jewish 
settlers and the ways they treated Palestinians. In the same 
period, Yitzhak Epstein, in the words of Alan Dowty, ‘argued 
for a negotiated solution which would make the Arabs 
partners and beneficiaries in the Zionist enterprise, though 
Jews would remain the senior partners’.42 In the 1920s there 
was strong disagreement between two other Zionist leaders, 
Judah Magnes, who argued for a binational state in which 
neither side would rule over the other, and Vladimir 
Jabotinsky, who advocated a much more confrontational and 
violent response to the Arabs. Martin Buber lived in Israel 
from 1938 and was highly critical of the way the Zionist 
movement was developing. This is how his views are 
summarized by Arno J. Mayer: 


He became convinced that the issue [of the Arabs] 
would be the ‘touchstone’ of Zionism and its 
intentions. He deplored the early settlers’ ‘basic 
error’: they neglected to ‘gain the confidence of the 
Arabs in political and economic matters’ and by doing 
so caused the Jews ‘to be regarded as aliens, as 
outsiders’ uninterested in ‘seeking mutual trust.’ 

As a consequence, the nascent Jewish 
commonwealth was ‘isolated from the organic context 
of the Middle East, into whose awakening it [needed 
to] to be integrated...’ As early as February 1918 
Buber demurred when ultra-Zionists advocated 
‘creating a majority [of Jews] in [Palestine] by all 
means and as quickly as possible.’ Fearing that ‘most 


leading Zionists (and probably also most of those who 
are led) are thoroughly unrestrained nationalists,’ he 
predicted that unless ‘we succeed in establishing an 
authoritative [Zionist] opposition, the soul of the 
movement will be corrupted, maybe forever.’2© 


Having begun, therefore, as a movement for the creation of 
a Jewish state or homeland in Palestine, tensions inevitably 
developed between these different visions. At particular 
stages - no doubt in response to the way the Arabs were 
reacting to the increasing Jewish presence in the land - 
some visions came to prevail over others. So in the 1910s 
those who believed that the Jewish community must 
become the majority and have political power prevailed 
over those who did not want the Jews to become a majority 
with power. In 1926 Jabotinsky used the idea of The Iron 
Wall as a metaphor to describe the kind of separation that 
would be necessary between Jews and Arabs. From 2002 
onwards, Ariel Sharon translated the metaphor into facts on 
the ground - with settlements and the Separation Barrier 
that encroached on Arab land on the West Bank. Sharon has 
been described by Avi Shlaim as personifying ‘the most 
brutal, colonial, reactionary and racist trends in Zionism’.44 
After the victory of the Six Day War, those who wanted to 
withdraw from the West Bank were outvoted by those who 
were determined to hold on to it. The hard-line approaches 
of Sharon and Netanyahu have prevailed over those who 
wanted to be more conciliatory. Israel’s governments in 
recent years have therefore moved further and further to 
the right. 

So yes - there were several different visions of what 
Zionism should become. The Zionist movement didn’t have 
to develop in the way it did. If the critiques of men like Ahad 
Ha’am, Judah Magnes, Yitzhak Epstein, and Martin Buber 
had been heeded, the outworking of the early Zionist vision 


might have been very different. It’s easy for Zionists to lay 
most of the blame for the conflict on the Palestinian Arabs 
for not welcoming the immigrants more warmly and for 
resisting the creation of a Jewish majority and a Jewish 
state. But we have to deal today with what Zionism has 
actually produced - not what it might have produced. And 
when we see the way the Zionist movement has in fact 
developed, do we not have good reason to wonder whether 
there might have been something profoundly problematic 
about the original vision? 

In her The Question of Zion, Jacqueline Rose reflects on 
some of the different directions in which the Zionist 
movement could have developed: 


... Zionism was from the beginning riven by internal 
critique... there is another strand to Zionism to be 
found in writers like Martin Buber, Arendt, Hans Kohn, 
and Ahad Ha’am that provides the profoundest 
analysis of these dangers... It is for me one of the 
strengths of Zionism... that it could have produced 
this dissenting analysis from within... 

... Buber is objecting to the injustice being 
perpetrated against the Arabs: ‘what nation will allow 
itself to be demoted from the position of majority to 
that of minority without a fight?’... Buber is warning 
that the outward injustice toward the Arabs not only 
harms them but will also have damaging 
consequences inside the new nation. Far from 
securing its future and safety, it will threaten its inner 
cohesion, bringing havoc, or ‘unruliness,’ in its train... 
Zionism, as a unique national movement, had the 
opportunity to forge a model of nationhood, neither 
belligerently nor pre-emptively, but ambivalent, 
uncertain, obscure, something close to this 


disquieting and transformative space. But it did not 
take it... 

Then, as now, the issue was justice. As early as 
1932, Buber had offered his warning to a Zionism that 
would achieve its aims ‘at any price’: ‘It may however 
be characteristic of Zion that it cannot be built “with 
every possible means,” but only bemishpat (Isaiah, 
1:27), only “with justice”.’18 


3.7 Can Israel be both a Jewish state and democratic? 


Israel faces two fundamental dilemmas: 


e It thinks of itself as ‘a Jewish state’ or ‘the Jewish state’. 
But 20 per cent of its citizens are Palestinian Arabs - 
not Jews. By insisting that it should declare itself to be 
‘the state of the Jewish people’, it can never be the 
state of all its citizens. It forfeits the right to claim that 
it is democratic because it inevitably reduces its non- 
Jewish Arab citizens to the status of second-class 
citizens. 


Israel still occupies East Jerusalem and the West Bank 
and, although it has withdrawn from Gaza, still has 
responsibilities in international law as the occupying 
power. If it makes these areas part of a Greater Israel 
and makes the whole population Israeli citizens while 
remaining a democracy, Arabs will soon outnumber 
Jews and gain control of the government. Israel would 
then cease to be a Jewish state. 


This is how the dilemma is explained in blunt terms by 
Noam Chomsky and Tony Judt, both Jewish writers: 


... for Israeli Jews, standards of freedom and 
democratic rights are easily on a par with those 


realized elsewhere. At the same time, Israel is a 
Jewish state with non-Jewish residents, some of them 
citizens, others stateless. Israel regards itself and is 
generally described as a Western-style democracy, 
but this characterization is misleading. In fact, the 
state of Israel is based on a fundamental and so far 
irresoluble contradiction. There is a commitment to 
democracy, but it is unrealizable, because the 
‘Jewishness’ of the Jewish state is no mere matter of 
symbolism but is built into the institutional structure 
and ideology in a fundamental manner and is subject 
to little internal challenge and debate. Only confusion 
can result from failure to perceive that Israel is not 
based on the model (however imperfectly realized) of 
the Western democracies...42 


The Zionist movement, from the start, could not help 
but injure and impinge on the rights of the people who 
lived in the country. Furthermore, the belief that a 
Jewish state with non-Jewish citizens can be a 
democracy guaranteeing equal rights to all is not 
tenable, and the practice of a quarter of a century 
simply demonstrates that what was to be expected 
did in fact occur.22 


In one vital attribute... Israel is quite different from 
previous insecure defensive microstates born of 
imperial collapse: it is a democracy. Hence its present 
dilemma. Thanks for its occupation of the lands 
conquered in 1967, Israel today faces three 
unattractive choices. It can dismantle the Jewish 
settlements in the territories, return to the 1967 state 
borders within which Jews constitute a clear majority, 
and thus remain both a Jewish state and a democracy, 


albeit one with a constitutionally anomalous 
community of second-class Arab citizens. 

Alternatively, Israel can occupy ‘Samaria,’ ‘Judea,’ 
and Gaza, whose Arab population - added to that of 
present-day Israel - will become the demographic 
majority within five to eight years; in which case Israel 
will be either a Jewish state (with an ever-larger 
majority of unenfranchised non-Jews) or it will be a 
democracy. But logically it cannot be both. 

Or else Israel can keep control of the Occupied 
territories but get rid of the overwhelming majority of 
the Arab population: either by forcible expulsion or 
else by starving them of land and livelihood, leaving 
them no option but to go into exile. In this way Israel 
could indeed remain both Jewish and at least formally 
democratic: but at the cost of becoming the first 
modern democracy to conduct full-scale ethnic 
cleansing as a state project, something which would 
condemn Israel forever to the status of an outlaw 
state, an international pariah.% 


3.8 How is the conflict affected by other 
developments in the region? 


‘The key to the international politics of the Middle East,’ 
writes Avi Shlaim, ‘lies in the relations between outside 
powers and local forces, whether governments, rulers, tribal 
chiefs, or warlords... No other part of the non-Western world 
has been so thoroughly and ceaselessly caught up in great- 
power politics.’24 

In the early 1900s Palestine was caught up in the 
struggle by European powers to keep Russia out of the 
Middle East. Britain and France were competing against 
each other over Palestine and Syria and anxious to limit 
each other’s influence in the region. Britain enlisted the help 
of Arabs to drive the Turks out of Palestine and Syria in order 


to weaken Germany during the First World War. Britain 
appeared to be sympathetic to Zionist dreams because it 
wanted to have a friendly power guarding the eastern bank 
of the Suez Canal. In the Cold War between the 1950s and 
the 1990s the USA made itself the dominant power in the 
Middle East and protected Israel in order to prevent the 
Soviet Union from extending its influence in the region. In 
the words of Arno J. Mayer, ‘It [Israel] gradually became a 
strategic outpost of the informal American empire in the 
Middle East...’22 It’s not hard, therefore, to understand why 
James Baker, Secretary of State under George Bush Snr, 
could state in a policy paper in 2006 that ‘all key issues in 
the Middle East are inextricably linked... [and none can be] 
addressed effectively in isolation from other major regional 
issues, interests and unresolved conflicts.’24 

What then are the major issues in the rest of the Middle 
East that have a direct or indirect bearing on future of the 
Israel-Palestinian conflict at the present time? 


e A major confrontation has developed between Shi‘ites 
(in Iran, Iraq, Syria, and the Lebanese Hizbollah) and 
Sunni-majority countries (Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, 
and the Gulf States). 


e Several Arab countries have experienced major 
convulsions as a result of the so-called Arab Spring - 
especially Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Yemen, and Syria. 


e The appearance of ISIS, the Islamic State in Iraq and 
Syria, has destabilized the whole region since 2014. 


These factors in the wider regional and international context 
are explored further in Section 7.4. Israel and the 
Palestinians are inevitably caught up in these different 
conflicts, which are quite distinct from their own conflict 
with each other. This comment by Arno J. Mayer is 


therefore as relevant today as it was when he made it in 
2007: ‘Israel’s destiny is only partially in its own hands. The 
country is as much at the mercy of world politics in 2007 as 
it was at its creation in 1947-9, and as were Zionism and 
the Yishuv during the preceding half century.’22 


3.9 How important is Islam in the conflict? 


By the middle of the twentieth century the Israeli- 
Palestinian conflict had become the Israeli-Arab conflict. In 
more recent decades it has become the Israeli-Islamic 
conflict. Is Islam now therefore the major factor or simply 
one among a number of significant factors? These are 
examples of views that stress the overriding importance of 
the Islamic factor: 

President Parvez Musharraf of Pakistan, speaking to 
the UN General Assembly in 2004: 


The tragedy of Palestine is an open wound inflicted on 
the psyche of every Muslim.2& 


Benyamin Netanyahu, not long before coming to power in 
2012: 


Israel’s date with destiny lies with Iran, not with the 
Palestinians.24 


Sheikh Nayef Rajoub, Hamas leader: 


The conflict with Israel is not a matter of land. It’s a 
matter of ideology.22 


Eugene Rogan, historian: 


Given the prominence of Islam in public life across 
much of the Arab world today, it is easy to forget how 
secular the Middle East was in 1981... The novelty of 
Hamas was to articulate Palestinian aspirations in 
strictly Islamist terms. From its first communiqué, 
Hamas set out an intransigent message that 
combined confrontation with the Jewish state and a 
rejection of secular Arab nationalism. ‘Only Hamas 
can break the Jews and destroy their dream,’ Hamas 
insisted.22 


Arno J. Mayer, American Jewish historian: 


What the Soviet Union and Communism were to the 
Cold War, Iran and Islamism - ‘Islamofascism’ - are to 
the War on Terror.22 


Melanie Phillips, a British Jewish journalist: 


As Christians are murdered by Islamists across the 
world, some of their churches are directing their 
passions elsewhere. They are busily rewriting history, 
constructing a theology out of gross political distortion 
and lining up once again with historic forces of 
unfathomable darkness. It is not just the State of 
Israel that is being threatened as a result. Stamping 
upon its parent [Judaism], the Church is embracing its 
own assassin [Islam] - and the West’s potential 
nemesis.24 


Daniel C. Juster, Messianic Jewish theologian and leader: 
It is this spiritual wrestling between Islam and God’s 


will that is physically manifested in the Israel-Arab 
conflict which | believe is the primary root of the 


situation and the failure of the parties involved to 
acknowledge the Kingship of Jesus over this land. It is 
his land, not Mohammed’s!32 


The Islamic dimension of the conflict is explored further in 
Section 7.3. We will need to understand how, just as many 
Christians support their view by appealing to the Bible, 
Muslims base their claims to the land on their scriptures, 
tradition, and history. It will also be important to appreciate 
how Islamic ideology in relation to Zionism has developed 
gradually during the 130 years of the conflict and in certain 
particular situations. We may then be in a position to 
determine whether the religion of Islam lies at the heart of 
the conflict or whether it is just one important factor 
alongside many other factors in the development of the 
conflict over the years. 


3.10 Why do Christians have such different responses 
to Zionism and Israel? 


It is estimated that anything between 30 million and 70 
million Christians in the USA are strong supporters of Israel - 
not just because of their political views but because of the 
way they interpret the Bible. It’s also estimated that more 
than 50 per cent of evangelical Christians worldwide, even 
though they hold a wide variety of political views, base their 
support for Israel on their interpretation of the Bible. All of 
these Christians could be described as ‘Christian Zionists’ 
since their support for Zionism is based on certain Christian 
convictions. 

Other Christians are much more critical of the Zionist 
movement and the way Israel has developed, and their 
responses are based not just on their understanding of the 
history and politics, but also on a different way of reading 
the Bible. Why then are there such significant differences in 
the ways that Christians interpret the Bible? Generally 


speaking it seems that there are three different possible 
starting points: 


‘The creation of Israel should be seen as the 
fulfilment of biblical promises and prophecies.’ 
(Restorationism and Dispensationalism) 
‘Restorationism’ is the name given to the approach which 
first became popular among the Puritans in the seventeenth 
century and which emphasized the conviction that, while 
prophecies in the Old Testament about a return or 
restoration of the Jews to the land were fulfilled in the sixth 
century sc, they would one day be fulfilled again in a return 
of Jews to Palestine from all over the world. Views of this 
kind have remained popular in many Christian churches up 
to the present time. 

‘Dispensationalism’ is the name given to a system of 
interpretation that built on the foundations of 
Restorationism and was first developed by John Nelson 
Darby in Britain in the 1840s. It divides the whole of history 
into a series of seven distinct periods or ‘dispensations’ in 
which God relates to humankind in different ways. This 
scheme sees the return of the Jews to the land since 1880 
as a Sign that we are approaching the second coming of 
Christ to the world when he will inaugurate ‘the millennium’, 
a literal period of 1,000 years in which he will rule the world 
from Jerusalem. 

While many Restorationists do not accept the whole 
system of Dispensationalism, the two views do share the 
same starting point, which can be summarized as follows: 


Although Jesus as the Messiah is the fulfilment of all 
the promises and prophecies of the Old Testament, 
the promises and prophecies about the land and 
about biblical Israel remain the same even after his 
coming, and need to be interpreted literally. Because 
of the promise to Abraham, therefore, the Jewish 


people have a special, divine right to the land for all 
times. And even if the prophecies about a return to 
the land were fulfilled in a limited way in the return 
from the exile in Babylon in 539 sc, they have been 
fulfilled once again in recent history in the return of 
Jews to the land since the 1880s, the establishment of 
the State of Israel in 1948 and the capture of East 
Jerusalem in 1967. These events are signs pointing to 
the second coming. 


Ghada Karmi, a Palestinian-British academic, relates this 
story to illustrate how the assumptions of many ordinary 
people in Western Christian contexts have been formed by 
views of this kind: 


As a young activist for the Palestinian cause, | 
remember trying to lobby the famous left-wing British 
politician, Tony Benn, at the House of Commons, when 
he was an influential Labour minister in the 1970s. In 
what | now realise was a significant statement, he 
reacted to my plea to him for a better understanding 
of the Palestinian point of view by saying, ‘Show me 
how your cause can overcome my childhood 
conditioning about Israel and the ancient Jews at 
Sunday School and | will help you. Until then, you 
haven't got a hope!’33 


When convictions like these, developed and popularized 
over many centuries, were combined with an awareness of 
the suffering of the Jewish people during the Holocaust, they 
inevitably encouraged many Christians to support the 
creation of the State of Israel in 1948. In the words of Arno 
Mayer, ‘It can scarcely be stressed enough: because of the 
complex of guilt and horror over the Judeocide, much of the 
Christian world was in favour of a Jewish state.’34 


‘The creation of Israel should not be seen as a 
fulfilment of biblical prophecies and promises; there 
are other ways to use the Bible to understand the 
history.’ (Covenant Theology) 

This view is generally described as ‘Covenant Theology’ 
because of its emphasis on the idea of the one covenant 
that underlies the Old and New Testaments. It differs both 
from Restorationism and Dispensationalism because of the 
way it seeks to interpret the Old Testament through the 
eyes of Jesus and the writers of the New Testament. It can 
be summarized in this way: 


The promises given to Abraham and all the prophecies 
in the Old Testament have to be interpreted in the 
light of the coming of the kingdom of God in Jesus. For 
Christians, therefore, the Old Testament must be read 
through the spectacles of the New Testament. 
Because Old Testament promises and prophecies 
(including those about the land and about biblical 
Israel) have been fulfilled in the coming of the 
kingdom in Jesus, the return of Jews to the land and 
the establishment of the State of Israel have taken 
place under the sovereignty of God, but have no 
special theological significance. They are not to be 
seen as signs pointing forward to the second coming. 
All believers in Jesus inherit all the promises made to 
Abraham. They are ‘a chosen people, a royal 
priesthood, a holy nation’ (1 Peter 2:9; Galatians 3:26- 
29) and enjoy their spiritual inheritance which is ‘kept 
in heaven’ (1 Peter 1:4; Hebrews 4; 12:18-24). 


Some who start from this position have held beliefs that 
have been described as ‘Replacement Theology’ or 
‘Supersessionism’. These terms emphasize the same basic 
idea that the Christian church has replaced, taken the place 


of, or superseded the Jewish people in the economy of God. 
Because the majority of Jews have not recognized Jesus as 
Messiah, the Jewish people should no longer be thought of 
as the chosen people. It is the followers of Jesus the Messiah 
from any race who become part of the people of God. Views 
of this kind have been common among Christians from the 
early centuries, but are strongly rejected by many who hold 
to Covenant Theology. (See further Section 7.2.) 


‘Let’s get away from the debate about the fulfilment 
of biblical promises and prophecy and see the 
general principles about justice and peace which are 
taught in the Bible.’ 

Many Christians are not familiar with the kind of debates 
that have continued within evangelical churches. They 
instinctively react against both Restorationism and 
Dispensationalism, and they have little interest in Covenant 
Theology because they feel that it frames the debate too 
closely as a response to Restorationism and 
Dispensationalism. They therefore prefer to emphasize more 
general themes in the Bible - like justice, equality, God’s 
inclusive love for all human beings, peacemaking, and 
reconciliation. 


Part 2 is a detailed study of many of these biblical themes. 

Chapters 4 and 5 are a study of the main biblical 
teaching about the land in the Old and New Testaments. 
They seek to understand why many Christians understand 
recent events in the Middle East as the fulfilment of these 
themes, to challenge this interpretation and to offer an 
alternative way of reading the Old Testament in the light of 
the New Testament. 

Chapter 6 takes up a number of specific themes from the 
Bible and relates them to the history that has been 


unfolding and to some of the issues that have been explored 
in this chapter. 


PART 2 


Interpreting The Bible 


How is the Bible used to explain the significance of what has 
been happening in the land? 

Chapter 4 is a study of the theme of the land through the 
Old Testament. If, as Walter Brueggemann says, the land is 
‘a central, if not the central theme of Biblical faith’ (his 
italics), how is this idea developed in the different stages of 
the Old Testament history? How in particular do the writers 
of the Old Testament understand the promise of the land to 
Abraham and his descendants? And how do the prophets 
understand the predictions about a return of Jewish exiles to 
the land? 

Chapter 5 is a study of the theme of the land in the New 
Testament. How did Jesus, as a Jew living in the first century 
av, understand hopes about the land that had developed 
among his people over many centuries? And how did the 
disciples of Jesus and the writers of the New Testament think 
about the land? What difference, if any, did the coming of 
Jesus make to their Jewish ideas about the land and the 
purposes of God? 

Chapter 6 explores other themes from the Old and New 
Testaments that may shed light on some of the issues at the 
heart of the conflict over the land today. If the Bible, taken 
as a whole, does not give any encouragement to believe 
that one people has a divine right to a piece of land or that 
God is working out a prearranged plan in the land, 


regardless of how people behave, does it have anything else 
that can guide our thinking about resolving the conflict 
between Jews and Arabs over the land? 


CHAPTER 4 


The Land Before Christ 
‘A Land Flowing with Milk and Honey’ 


The Lord said...’1 have come down to rescue them 
from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up 
out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land 
flowing with milk and honey.’ 

Exodus 3:8 


[The land]... a central, if not the central theme of 
biblical faith.4 
Walter Brueggemann 


Land... is more than acreage or territory. It is a 
theological symbol, through which a series of 
messages are conveyed... But if land is more than 
acreage or territory and symbolic of promise, gift, 
blessing and lifestyle, it is nevertheless still soil and 
territory. It has theological aspects, but it is not 
thereby an ethereal thing, nor should it be 
spiritualized.2 

E.A. Martens 


The land, like the Torah, was a temporary stage in the 
long purpose of the God of Abraham. It is as though... 
the land were a great advance metaphor for the 

design of God that his people should eventually bring 
the whole world into submission to his healing reign. 


Peter Walker 


4.1 The promise of the land 


Why was it that Abraham left his ancestral home in Ur of the 
Chaldees (near the town of Basra in southern Iraq) to settle 
in a foreign country? The book of Genesis gives us the 
answer: 


The Lord had said to Abraham, ‘Leave your country, 
your people and your father’s household and go to the 
land | will show you. 


‘| will make you into a great nation 
and | will bless you; 
| will make your name great, 
and you will be a blessing. 
| will bless those who bless you, 
and whoever curses you | will curse; 
and all peoples on earth 
will be blessed through you.’ 
Genesis 12:1-3 


Soon after he entered the land, the promise concerning the 
land was made even more specific in these words that God 
addressed to Abraham: 


To your descendants | give this land, from the river of 
Egypt to the great river, the Euphrates... 
Genesis 15:18 


| am God Almighty; walk before me and be blameless. 
| will confirm my covenant between me and you... The 
whole land of Canaan, where you are now an alien, | 
will give as an everlasting possession to you and your 
descendants after you; | will be their God. 


Genesis 17:1, 8 


Abraham was then commanded to practise circumcision as 
the sign that he accepted the terms of this ‘everlasting 
covenant’: 


As for you, you must keep my covenant, you and your 
descendants after you for the generations to come. 
This is my covenant with you and your descendants 
after you, the covenant you are to keep: Every male 
among you shall be circumcised. You are to undergo 
circumcision, and it will be the sign of the covenant 
between me and you... My covenant in your flesh is to 
be an everlasting covenant. 

Genesis 17:9-11, 13 


The covenant was therefore a kind of ‘package deal’, which 
included four basic promises - with no conditions attached: 


‘| will give you the land as an everlasting possession.’ 


e ‘| will greatly increase your numbers... and | will make 
you into a great nation.’ 


e ‘I will make an everlasting covenant to be your God and 
the God of your descendants.’ 


‘| will bless those who bless you, and all people on 
earth will be blessed through you.’ 


These were incredible promises to make to an old man 
without children, who had just entered the land asa 
foreigner. The rest of the book of Genesis describes how 
God began to fulfil his side of the covenant - and in 
particular the promises about the land and the nation. 


The land 


Abraham continued his semi-nomadic way of life in the hill 
country of Palestine, moving his tents between Shechem, 
Bethel, and Hebron. On one occasion he left the land 
because of famine, and went down to Egypt, no doubt 
assuming that God could no longer fulfil his promise to give 
him a permanent foothold in the land. But he soon found 
himself telling half-truths to protect his wife, and he caused 
Pharaoh such embarrassment that he was sent back to 
where he had come from (Genesis 12:6-20). 

Abraham did not actually own any piece of land until his 
wife Sarah died many years later. And it is strange that one 
whole chapter of Genesis is devoted to Abraham’s 
negotiations for the purchase of the cave in Hebron where 
he buried his wife (Genesis 23). But these details begin to 
make sense when we see that this marked the very first 
stage of the fulfilment of God’s promises. Abraham did not 
assume that God’s promise about the land gave him the 
right to steal it from its current owners. And he was not 
interested in accepting the cave as a gift. He insisted on 
buying the land, paying its full value, and making a legal 
contract in the presence of witnesses. Parts of the chapter 
even sound as if they are taken straight from a written 
contract: 


So Ephron’s field in Machpelah near Mamre - both the 
field and the cave in it, and all the trees within the 
borders of the field - was legally made over to 
Abraham as his property in the presence of all the 
Hittites who had come to the gate of the city. 
Genesis 23:17-18 


When Abraham’s son, Isaac, was tempted to go to Egypt - 
once again because of famine - he was told by God to stay 
in the land, and given an assurance that the covenant 
promise extended also to him: 


Do not go down to Egypt; live in the land where | tell 
you to live. Stay in this land for a while, and | will be 
with you and will bless you. For to you and your 
descendants | will give all these lands and will confirm 
the oath | swore to your father Abraham. | will make 
your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky 
and will give them all these lands, and through your 
offspring all nations on earth will be blessed. 

Genesis 26:2-4 


Similarly, when Isaac’s son, Jacob, was leaving the country 
to find a wife among his relatives in Padan Aram, he 
received a vivid confirmation of the promises in his dream at 
Bethel: 


| am the Lord, the God of your father Abraham and 
the God of Isaac. | will give you and your descendants 
the land on which you are lying. Your descendants will 
be like the dust of the earth, and you will spread out 
to the west and to the east, to the north and to the 
south. All peoples on earth will be blessed through 
you and your offspring. | am with you and will watch 
over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to 
this land. | will not leave you until | have done what | 
have promised you. 

Genesis 28:13-15 


God therefore assured Abraham's son and grandson that he 
fully intended to fulfil his promise about the land. 


The nation 

For many years Abraham and Sarah must have wondered 
how this part of the promise could possibly be fulfilled, since 
they were getting on in years and still had no children. 
Abraham soon came to the conclusion that, according to his 


custom, his servant Eliezer would have to become his legal 
heir. But God had other plans: 


Then the word of the Lord came to him: ‘This man will 
not be your heir, but a son coming from your own 
body will be your heir.’ He took him outside and said, 
‘Look up at the heavens and count the stars - if 
indeed you can count them.’ Then he said to him, ‘So 
Shall your offspring be.’ 

Abram believed the Lord, and he credited it to him 
as righteousness. 
Genesis 15:4-6 


It was one thing, however, for Abraham to believe God’s 
promise; it was very much harder for him to wait patiently 
while Sarah grew older and older. Eventually they felt they 
must take matters into their own hands. So following an 
accepted custom, they planned for Abraham to have a child 
by Hagar, Sarah’s Egyptian maid, in order to continue the 
family line. But the arrival of Ishmael only created friction 
within the family (Genesis 16:1-16). 

In the end, after receiving a further confirmation of the 
divine promise from three mysterious visitors, Abraham and 
Sarah finally had a son of their own, whom they called Isaac 
(Genesis 18:1-15; 21:1-7). 

If Abraham now felt more confident of God’s ability to 
fulfil his promise, he must have been thrown into utter 
confusion some years later when he was called by God to 
offer his son Isaac as a Sacrifice. It must have seemed as if 
God was mocking Abraham. But this harrowing experience 
was intended as a test of Abraham's faith. When he proved 
that he was willing to obey the divine call, he received a 
further confirmation that the covenant would be fulfilled: 


‘| swear by myself’, declares the Lord, ‘that because 
you have done this and have not withheld your son, 
your only son, | will surely bless you and make your 
descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and 
as the sand on the seashore. Your descendants will 
take possession of the cities of their enemies, and 
through your offspring all nations on earth will be 
blessed, because you have obeyed me.’ 

Genesis 22:16-18 


The ‘title deeds’ of the land 

The terms of the original covenant promise given to 
Abraham seem to leave no room for doubt about the divine 
right of the Jews to possess the land for all time: ‘I will give 
you the land as an everlasting possession.’ But when we see 
the promise about the land in the context of the whole 
covenant, it becomes difficult, if not impossible, to separate 
it from the other three promises: 


e ‘| will make you into a great nation.’ 
e ‘I will... be your God.’ 


e ‘All people on earth will be blessed through you.’ 


We cannot have the promise about the land without 
everything else that goes with it - including the privilege 
and responsibility of belonging to a group of people who 
have a special relationship with God, and being part of his 
plan that will eventually bring blessing to all the peoples of 
the world. 


4.2 The boundaries of the land 


If Abraham and his descendants believed that God had 
promised this particular land to them, what area of land 


were they thinking about? How did the writers of the Old 
Testament describe the boundaries of this promised land? 

Different writers describe it in different ways, and there 
does not appear to be an attempt to give one fixed 
description of the boundaries of the land. Sometimes it is 
simply described in terms of its earlier inhabitants, as ‘the 
land of Canaan’ (Genesis 12:5), or ‘the land of the Kenites, 
Kenizites, Kadmonites, Hittites, Perizzites, Rephaites, 
Amorites, Canaanites, Girgashites and Jebusites’ (Genesis 
15:19-21). In the first promise of the land to Abraham, the 
boundaries of the land are given as ‘from the river of Egypt 
to the great river, the Euphrates’ (Genesis 15:18). 

One statement of the land promise is particularly 
Significant: 


The Lord appeared to Isaac and said, ‘Stay in this land 
for a while,... For to you and your descendants | will 
give all these lands and will confirm the oath | swore 
to your father Abraham. | will make your descendants 
as numerous as the stars in the sky and will give them 
all these lands, and through your offspring all nations 
on earth will be blessed.’ 

Genesis 26:2-4 


This restatement of the promise to Isaac, which speaks not 
just of ‘the land’ but of ‘all these lands’, leaves the promise 
very open. It also shows clearly that the writer believed the 
fulfilment of the promise concerning the land to be 
intimately bound up with the promise that Abraham would 
have many descendants and that through these many 
descendants God’s blessing would eventually include ‘all 
nations on earth’. The land is clearly part of a bigger plan in 
the mind of God. 

In the books of Exodus, Deuteronomy, and Joshua the 
land is described in several different ways: 


... from the Red Sea to the Sea of the Philistines [the 
Mediterranean Sea], and from the desert to the River 
[the River Euphrates]. 

Exodus 23:31 


... from the desert to Lebanon, and from the 
Euphrates River to the western sea [the 
Mediterranean Sea]. 

Deuteronomy 11:24 


... from Gilead to Dan, all of Naphtali, the territory of 
Ephraim and Manasseh, all the land of Judah as far as 
the western sea, the Negev and the whole region from 
the Valley of Jericho, the City of Palms, as far as Zoar. 
Deuteronomy 34:1-3 


... from the desert and from Lebanon to the great 
river, the Euphrates - all the Hittite country - and to 
the Great Sea on the west. 

Joshua 1:4 


The reign of King Solomon in the tenth century sc was a 
period of unparalleled peace. During this time the area of 
land occupied by the Israelites was probably more extensive 
than at any other period of their occupation of the land: 


He [Solomon] ruled over all the kingdoms west of the 
River, from Tiphsah to Gaza, and had peace on all 
sides. During Solomon’s lifetime Judah and Israel, 
from Dan to Beersheba, lived in safety, everyone 
under their own vine and fig tree. 

1 Kings 4:24-25 


He ruled over all the kings from the River to the land 
of the Philistines, as far as the border of Egypt. 
2 Chronicles 9:26 


One way of explaining the variety in these descriptions of 
the land is to say that they reflect the hand of different 
writers at different stages in the history of Israel. Another 
possible explanation is that the Israelites never controlled 
the whole area of Palestine, and that they never had any 
idea of clearly defined borders. There always was 
considerable flexibility and fluidity in their understanding of 
the boundaries of the land. In the words of Paul 
Williamson: 


Clearly, none of these descriptions ties down the 
geographical parameters sufficiently to reconstruct a 
map of the promised land... While it is reasonable to 
conclude that the promised land, strictly speaking, 
was the territory formerly occupied by the Canaanites, 
Amorites, Hittites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites, the 
inclusion of additional groups in such lists, to give 
what are probably symbolic totals of seven and ten, 
may suggest that the ideal envisaged is less 
susceptible to rigid delineation than many have 
imagined. This would also account for the rather 
vague description of the promised land in terms of 
present occupation or ancestral promise. The 
territorial promise, in its most comprehensive sense, 
was not limited by geographical borders; therefore 
such borders were not mapped out with the rigidity 
and consistency which otherwise we might expect.4 


The considerable variety in the descriptions of the 
boundaries of the land makes it hard to believe that anyone 
- whether Jew or Gentile - could use the Old Testament to 
define the area of land in which Jews returning to the land 
since the nineteenth century should have a right to live. 
When we see further how promises about the land are so 
closely related not just to the descendants of Abraham but 


also to ‘all nations on earth’, we are forced to see the land 
promises in the wider context of God’s concern for the 
whole human race. 


4.3 The conquest of the land 


At the end of the book of Genesis we are left wondering how 
God is going to fulfil the promise about the land. All the 
twelve sons of Jacob (i.e. Israel) have gone to settle in 
Egypt, partly because of yet another famine, and partly 
because one of the sons, Joseph, is virtually prime minister 
of Egypt. It looks as if they have left the land and gone to 
settle in Egypt for good (Genesis 50:22-26). 

Earlier in the book, however, we are given a hint of how 
God will eventually bring the children of Israel back to the 
land. When God is reassuring Abraham about the covenant 
promise, he says: 


Know for certain that your descendants will be 
strangers in a country not their own, and they will be 
enslaved and ill-treated 400 years. But | will punish 
the nation they serve as slaves, and afterwards they 
will come out with great possessions... In the fourth 
generation your descendants will come back here, for 
the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached its full 
measure. 

Genesis 15:13-14, 16 


The return to the land began with the dramatic exodus from 
Slavery in Egypt under the leadership of Moses (described in 
the book of Exodus), and was completed through the 
conquest of the land under his successor, Joshua. This 
conquest, as described in the book of Joshua, began with 
the capture of Jericho in the Jordan Valley (Joshua 5:13 - 
6:27). The first areas to be occupied were in the central and 
southern parts of the hill country joshua 8:1 - 10:45), and 


later campaigns in the north brought parts of Galilee under 
Israelite control (joshua 11). A number of towns were 
completely destroyed, including Jericho, Ai, and Hazor. There 
are many indications in the text, however, that the conquest 
of the land was never complete (e.g. Joshua 13:1-32; Judges 
1:1-36), and that many of the original inhabitants continued 
to live alongside the Israelites (e.g. Joshua 9:1-27). 

Many Israeli Jews today probably have little difficulty in 
appreciating the biblical account of the conquest of the 
land. They can hardly fail to notice the similarities and the 
differences between the conquest of the land under Joshua 
and the settlement of Jews in the land since the 1880s. It is 
not surprising that Israeli politicians should describe the 
West Bank as ‘Judea and Samaria’ in order to make the 
connection with the Old Testament, or that the Israeli 
government has sometimes made the book of Joshua 
compulsory reading in schools. 

But what if you happen to be a Palestinian Arab Christian, 
and you find that you are identified in the minds of Israeli 
Jews with the ancient Canaanites and all the other tribes 
which Joshua defeated in the thirteenth century sc? How are 
you likely to think about the book that seems to give the 
Jews a divine right to take away your land in the twentieth 
century ad? 

And what can any reader in the twenty-first century 
make of the biblical account which says that God not only 
condoned the conquest and all that went with it, but 
actually commanded it? Is it conceivable that a God of love 
could actually have ordered the Israelites to engage in what 
we today would call ‘ethnic cleansing’? For many today, 
including Christians, these are some of the hardest 
questions in the whole Bible. 

One way of resolving the problem is to see these stories 
simply as a Jewish interpretation of their history. Since they 
believed that they were ‘the chosen people’ who enjoyed a 
special relationship with God, they wrote their history in 


such a way as to justify their ideas about their special status 
and their superiority over other people. The Old Testament 
should therefore be seen as a very ethnocentric 
interpretation of Israelite history. 

Another approach is to admit the seriousness of the 
problem and to wrestle with the text of the Bible to see if it 
contains any perspectives which might make it easier to 
accept all that is involved in the conquest of the land. 
Christians in particular who believe that the Bible is to be 
seen as both the words of human beings and the word of 
God at the same time, will want to read this part of the Old 
Testament in the light of the New Testament. 

This approach is likely to focus on four particular issues: 


The reality of what happened 

Only a few cities were completely destroyed. We therefore 
need to be careful not to exaggerate the extent of the 
destruction. An archaeologist, Alan Millard, makes the 
point in the following way: 


The Bible’s accounts of Israel’s entry into Canaan 
record the actual destruction of only a few cities. 
Throughout, they emphasize that Israel drove out the 
former inhabitants and took over (inherited) their 
property. A desolate land with its towns in ruins would 
be of little benefit to the Israelites, just emerging from 
40 years of semi-nomad life. What had to be 
destroyed were the pagan shrines of the Canaanites 
with their cultic paraphernalia. 

Jericho was a special case. The city was an offering 
to God, a ‘firstfruit’ of the conquest. Ai and Hazor 
were also sacked. But again they were exceptional 
cases, perhaps as focal points of opposition.’= 


The problem of judging past actions by the moral 
standards of today 


It is always easy to apply the moral standards of today to 
the past - but sometimes dangerous and often unhelpful. 
The concept of human rights, for example, that has 
developed in the last sixty years, may seem to us today to 
be very obvious and almost self-evident. We naturally feel 
that it represents a huge step forward for the human race. 
But this progress is very recent and has not taken place 
without a struggle. It was largely because of the wars in 
Europe during the eighteenth century and the excesses of 
Nazism, Fascism, and Communism in the twentieth century 
that the idea of the rights of individuals over the rights of 
the state came to be widely accepted. 

From the vantage point of our present century, it is 
inevitable that we are shocked, if not disgusted, at so much 
in history, and may feel some moral superiority in passing 
judgments of this kind. But instead of judging everything in 
the past by the standards of today, we need to try to 
appreciate the ethical values by which individuals and 
societies have functioned in the past - however 
unenlightened they may seem to be, by our standards. 

The Romans, the Goths, the Vandals, the Crusaders, the 
Mongols, and slave traders, to name but a few, have caused 
unspeakable suffering and misery to millions. Now, after 
many centuries in which ethnic cleansing was accepted as a 
fact of life, we have reached the stage where international 
law does not allow one people to take over the territory of 
another by force. But if we today have been sensitized to 
the horrors of ethnic cleansing, it is partly because the 
painful developments of the twentieth century enabled us - 
if not forced us - to reach this stage, and partly because we 
can read about what has happened in places like Bosnia, 
and have seen those responsible for these atrocities being 
tried and declared guilty in an international court. 

No doubt we would all want to say that by current 
standards, many of the actions of Joshua and the children of 
Israel in the conquest of the land were evil and should never 


be held up as an example for people to follow today. But if 
moral development in the human race has taken place 
gradually, it does not help us to stand in judgment over 
people in the past. If generations to come are sensitized to 
other moral issues to which we are comparatively blind, 
they may be as horrified with certain things that happen 
today as we are with many actions in the past. 

Although this argument does not begin to address the 
problem of how a God of holiness and justice could ever be 
thought of as condoning, if not commanding, something 
that we consider to be evil, it should at least encourage a 
certain humility in the way we think about the past. 


Other Old Testament perspectives 

Even if the Old Testament writers do not seem to have been 
quite as sensitive to the problem as we are (or think we 
are), they do offer some substantial reasons why the land 
was taken by the children of Israel in this way. These 
reasons are contained in five important themes, which are 
repeated in many different forms: 


The land is a gift from God 

The land is described with almost monotonous regularity as 
‘the land which the Lord your God is giving you’ or ‘the land 
the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance’ or ‘the 
land which the Lord your God has given you’. 

These expressions are repeated so often that it is easy to 
miss the point. The land did not belong to the Israelites and 
their ancestors since the beginning of time. They could not 
claim that they had owned it from time immemorial. It came 
to them at this particular time as a gift from God. They had 
done nothing to deserve it, and they had not acquired it 
through their own cleverness or skill in war. God had said 
very clearly and simply: 


The land is mine and you are but aliens and my 
tenants. 
Leviticus 25:23 


Since this is how the land came to them, it must always be 
seen as something given by God - an undeserved, 
unsolicited gift. It is a sign of the incredible generosity of 
God. 


God has given the land to fulfil His promise to 
Abraham 

In giving the land to the children of Israel under Joshua, God 
is simply fulfilling the promise he made centuries before to 
Abraham. He therefore encourages the people to enter the 
land in the following words: 


See, | have given you this land. Go in and take 
possession of the land that the Lord swore he would 
give to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and 
to their descendants after them. 

Deuteronomy 1:8 


This means that the conquest of the land should not be seen 
as an end in itself. It is merely one stage in the unfolding of 
God’s plan for history, which is to lead to blessing for all the 
nations of the earth. 


The conquest of the land was God’s way of judging 
its inhabitants 

The earlier promise given to Abraham indicates that the 
other tribes occupying the land at that time had already 
come under the judgment of God, but that the judgment 
was being postponed until a future date. Speaking to 
Abraham, God says: 


In the fourth generation your descendants will come 
back here, for the sin of the Amorites has not yet 
reached its full measure. 

Genesis 15:16 


Many passages in the Old Testament law describe the social 
customs and religious practices of the inhabitants of the 
land as ‘abominations’ or ‘detestable things’; and 
archaeologists have confirmed this picture of a corrupt 
society and a degraded religion. The people are urged not to 
follow these detestable practices, since it was because of 
them that the previous inhabitants had been turned out of 
the land: 


Do not defile yourselves in any of these ways, 
because this is how the nations that | am going to 
drive out before you became defiled. Even the land 
was defiled; so | punished it for its sin, and the land 
vomited out its inhabitants... The native-born and the 
aliens living among you must not do any of these 
detestable things, for all these things were done by 
the people who lived in the land before you, and the 
land became defiled. 

Leviticus 18:24-27 


God will be just as severe in his judgment on the 
Israelites as he has been on the Canaanites 

If we are inclined to think that God showed special 
favouritism in his dealings with the children of Israel, we 
should notice that God warned his people that if they were 
disobedient, he would judge them just as severely and in 
exactly the same way as he judged those other nations 
before them: 


And if you defile the land, it will vomit you out as it 
vomited out the nations that were before you. 
Leviticus 18:28 (compare Leviticus 26:1-45; 
Deuteronomy 13:1-18; 18:9-22; 27:15-26; 28:1- 
68) 


If God used the children of Israel as his instrument of 
judgment on the inhabitants of the land, the time would 
come when they would experience the same kind of 
judgment if they disobeyed the covenant. 


An appeal to obey God’s law 

The gift of the land and God’s judgment on its previous 
inhabitants are closely linked with an appeal to obey God’s 
law. While God commands the people to destroy all vestiges 
of Canaanite religion, he is at the same time urging them to 
obey the new law revealed through Moses. If they are to 
follow this new way, they must make a clean break with the 
religious practices of their neighbours: 


Keep my requirements and do not follow any of the 
detestable customs that were practised before you 
came and do not defile yourselves with them. | am the 
Lord your God... Be holy because |, the Lord your God, 
am holy. 

Leviticus 18:30; 19:2 


When you come into the land that the Lord your God 
is giving you, you must not learn to imitate the 
abhorrent practices of those nations. No one shall be 
found among you who makes a son or daughter pass 
through fire, or who practices divination, or is a 
soothsayer, or an augur, or a sorcerer, or one who 
casts spells, or who consults ghosts or spirits, or who 
seeks oracles from the dead. For whoever does these 
things is abhorrent to the Lord; it is because of such 


abhorrent practices that the Lord your God is driving 
them out before you. You must remain completely 
loyal to the Lord your God. 

Although these nations that you are about to 
dispossess do give heed to soothsayers and diviners, 
as for you, the Lord your God does not permit you to 
do so. 

Deuteronomy 18:9-15 (NRSV, compare 20:18) 


All these five themes - the land as a gift, the land and the 
covenant, judgment (both on the Canaanites and on Israel), 
and obedience - are brought together in Moses’ 
exhortations to the people before they enter the promised 
land: 


If you do forget the Lord your God and follow other 
gods to serve and worship them, | solemnly warn you 
today that you shall surely perish. Like the nations 
that the Lord is destroying before you, so shall you 
perish, because you would not obey the voice of the 
Lord your God. 

Hear, O Israel! 

When the Lord your God thrusts them out before 
you, do not say to yourself, ‘It is because of my 
righteousness that the Lord has brought me in to 
occupy this land’; it is rather because of the 
wickedness of these nations that the Lord is 
dispossessing them before you. It is not because of 
your righteousness or the uprightness of your heart 
that you are going in to occupy their land; but 
because of the wickedness of these nations the Lord 
your God is dispossessing them before you, in order to 
fulfil the promise that the Lord made on oath to your 
ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob. 


Know, then, that the Lord your God is not giving 
you this good land to occupy because of your 
righteousness; for you are a stubborn people. 
Deuteronomy 8:19-9:1, 4-6 (NRSV) 


The New Testament perspective of progressive 
revelation 

The writers of the New Testament clearly believed that God 
has been revealing himself gradually to the Israelites over a 
period of many centuries, and that the climax of God’s 
revelation had come in the person of Jesus. This is how the 
writer to the Hebrews understood this process of gradual 
and progressive revelation: 


In the past God spoke to our ancestors through the 
prophets at many times and in various ways, but in 
these last days he has spoken to us by his Son... 
Hebrews 1:1-2 


According to this understanding of revelation, we would 
have to say that God was obliged, as it were, to limit himself 
in the process of revelation. The truth that he wanted to 
reveal had to be adapted and accommodated to what 
people could understand at any given time in history. The 
idea of God as Trinity, for example, could only be 
understood by people who had come to believe that there is 
only one God. It could never have been developed ina 
polytheistic context in which people believed in many 
different gods and goddesses, because it would have been 
totally misunderstood. The full Christian understanding of 
the love of God as it has been expressed in the life, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus would never have been understood 
at the time of Abraham, Moses, Joshua, or David. It took 
many centuries to prepare the children of Israel for the fuller 
revelation that was to come in the person of Jesus. 


Anyone, therefore, who sees Christ as the fullest possible 
revelation of what God is like and of the kind of moral 
standards that God sets for human beings will see many of 
the actions of Joshua as abhorrent. But if, as the biblical 
account suggests, God was involved in the conquest of the 
land under Joshua, it was because he had to work within a 
particular cultural and religious context, revealing gradually 
as much new truth as people were able to grasp. Given the 
level of culture and religion at the time, God’s revelation of 
a new way had to be gradual. He had to work within a 
culture that practised ethnic cleansing as acceptable, in 
order ultimately to change the culture from within by 
exposing this evil in its true light and showing the human 
race a better way. 

Since the name ‘Jesus’ in Hebrew is basically the same 
name as ‘Joshua’, the New Testament writers clearly thought 
of Jesus as a new Joshua - but a Joshua who achieved 
something very different and infinitely greater than the 
earlier Joshua. This Joshua did not lead the children of Israel 
out of the wilderness and into the promised land, but led 
everyone who followed him - from whatever race - into the 
kingdom of God. As we Shall see later (see Section 5.5), 
there are good reasons for believing that the book of Acts 
was intended to correspond in certain ways to the book of 
Joshua, showing this time not the conquest of the land of 
Palestine, but the spread of the message about Christ all 
over the Mediterranean world (see especially Acts 1:8). 

So those who see Jesus as the climax of God’s revelation 
to the human race can never imagine him acting as Joshua 
did. It is inconceivable that Jesus would have taken up 
weapons to attack the Romans, as Joshua attacked the 
Canaanites. The life of Jesus becomes a kind of filter through 
which they interpret everything in the Old Testament. Or, to 
change the metaphor, Jesus becomes the lens through 
which everything in the Old Testament is seen and 
interpreted. Christians should never, therefore, get used to 


the cruelty in the story of the conquest and read it without 
any difficulty, and should probably be far more careful about 
how they tell the story to children. If at any stage they 
wonder whether God could have done things differently and 
whether this really was the only way for God to get the 
message through to humankind, they may realize that it is a 
dangerous business for us to ‘play God’ and start imagining 
how he could (and should) have done things differently. 

In coming to terms with the biblical account of the 
conquest, therefore, we may at the end of the day be left 
with a choice: e/ther we solve the problem in the story of 
the conquest by reading it as a purely human and distorted 
interpretation of history and not in any sense as inspired 
scripture; or we try to take seriously everything that the 
Bible (both Old and New Testaments) says about the 
conquest. Seen in this light, the conquest of the land 
becomes one stage in the unfolding of God’s plan for history 
- a shameful but vital stage, one that was not to be 
repeated, and need never be repeated. 


4.4 The land and the temple 


Since the land was seen as the place where God was 
revealing himself more fully through his dealings with the 
Israelites, Jerusalem came to be seen as a central place in 
the whole land which had special significance in the 
relationship between God and his people. And within the 
city of Jerusalem, the temple that was built by Solomon in 
the tenth century was seen as the place in which God’s 
purpose was brought into sharper focus. This building 
expressed the idea that God wanted in some way to live 
among his people. In the words of N.T. Wright: 


The symbolism of the temple was designed to express 
the belief that it formed the centre not only of the 
physical world but also of the entire cosmos, so that, 


in being YHWH’s dwelling place, it was the spot where 
heaven and earth met. 


In the earlier period of the wandering in the wilderness, the 
tabernacle or tent in which the Israelites worshipped was 
called ‘the house of Yahweh’, ‘the dwelling place of Yahweh’. 
Thus in the instructions about the building of the tabernacle, 
Moses was told by God: 


Have them make a sanctuary for me, and | will dwell 
among them. 
Exodus 25:8 


So | will consecrate the Tent of Meeting and the altar 
and will consecrate Aaron and his sons to serve me as 
priests. Then | will dwell among the Israelites and be 
their God. They will know that | am the Lord their God, 
who brought them out of Egypt so that | might dwell 
among them. | am the Lord their God. 

Exodus 29:44-46 


Later we are told that when the tabernacle had been built, 


The cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the glory 
of the Lord filled the tabernacle. Moses could not 
enter the Tent of Meeting because the cloud had 
settled upon it, and the glory of the Lord filled the 
tabernacle. 

Exodus 40:34-35 


These same ideas about God’s presence among his people 
were taken up by Solomon in his prayer at the dedication of 
the temple: 


The Lord has said that he would dwell in thick 
darkness. | have built you an exalted house, a place 
for you to dwell in forever... But will God indeed dwell 
on the earth? Even heaven and the highest heaven 
cannot contain you, much less this house that | have 
built! Regard your servant’s prayer and his plea, O 
Lord my God, heeding the cry and the prayer that 
your servant prays to you today; that your eyes may 
be open night and day toward this house, the place of 
which you said, ‘My name shall be there,’ that you 
may heed the prayer that your servant prays toward 
this place. Hear the plea of your servant and of your 
people Israel when they pray toward this place; O 
hear in heaven your dwelling place; heed and forgive. 
1 Kings 8:12-13, 27-30 (NRSV) 


Solomon ended his prayer with the hope that what happens 
in the temple would somehow have implications for every 
human being: 


... SO that all the peoples of the earth may know that 
the Lord is God and that there is no other. 
1 Kings 8:60 


In the pages of the Old Testament, therefore, clear 
connections develop between the land, the city of 
Jerusalem, and the temple. The significance of the land as a 
whole comes to be focused in a special way on the city of 
Jerusalem; and at the heart of the city is the temple. Peter 
Walker describes the relationship as being ‘like concentric 
circles’,4 and quotes R. Kreider: ‘already in the Hebrew Bible 
as well as in Judaism, Jerusalem had come to symbolize all 
that the Land stood for’, and ‘just as Jerusalem became the 
symbol of the Land, so the temple became the symbol of 
the City’.2 And, in the words of W.D. Davies, ‘Just as 


Jerusalem became the quintessence of the land, so the 
temple became the quintessence of Jerusalem.’2 


4.5 Exile from the land 


If the land was a gift which carried with it an obligation to 
obey the law of God, it followed naturally that when this 
obligation was not honoured, the gift could be taken away. 
The children of Israel were not to assume that they could 
live in the land for ever regardless of the way they lived. It 
was perfectly possible for them to forfeit the right to live in 
the land. 

This sanction was made very clear by Moses in his 
explanation of the Law before the children of Israel entered 
the land: 


After you have had children and grandchildren and 
have lived in the land a long time - if you then 
become corrupt and make any kind of idol, doing evil 
in the eyes of the Lord your God and provoking him to 
anger, | call heaven and earth as witnesses against 
you this day that you will quickly perish from the land 
that you are crossing the Jordan to possess... The Lord 
will scatter you among the peoples, and only a few of 
you will survive among the nations to which the Lord 
will drive you. 

Deuteronomy 4:25-27 


Similarly, if the temple was a sign of God living among his 
people, this sign could be removed if the people failed to 
honour the covenant. This was the warning that was given 
at the dedication of Solomon’s temple: 


If you or your sons turn away from me and do not 
observe the commands and decrees | have given you 
and go off to serve other gods and worship them, then 


| will cut off Israel from the land I have given them 
and will reject this temple | have consecrated for my 
Name. 

1 Kings 9:6-7 


The exile of Israel 

The subsequent history of the nation proved that these 
warnings were no idle threats. This was the fate of the 
northern kingdom of Israel when its capital Samaria was 
captured in 721 sc: 


The king of Assyria invaded the entire land, marched 
against Samaria and laid siege to it for three years. In 
the ninth year of Hoshea, the king of Assyria captured 
Samaria and deported the Israelites to Assyria. He 
settled them in Halah, in Gozan on the Habor River 
and in the towns of the Medes. All this took place 
because the Israelites had sinned against the Lord 
their God, who had brought them out of Egypt from 
under the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt. They 
worshipped other gods and followed the practices of 
the nations the Lord had driven out before them, as 
well as the practices which the kings of Israel had 
introduced... So the Lord was very angry with Israel 
and removed them from his presence. 

2 Kings 17:5-8, 18 


The exile of Judah 

A century later, when the Babylonian army was threatening 
the southern kingdom of Judah, the prophet Jeremiah tried 
to warn the people of the disaster which was approaching: 


The Lord said, ‘It is because they have forsaken my 
law, which | set before them; they have not obeyed 
me or followed my law. Instead, they have followed 


the stubbornness of their hearts; they have followed 
the Baals, as their fathers taught them.’ Therefore, 
this is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: 
‘See, | will make this people eat bitter food and drink 
poisoned water. | will scatter them among nations that 
neither they nor their fathers have known, and | will 
pursue them with the sword until | have destroyed 
them.’ 

Jeremiah 9:13-16 


The same prophet, speaking on behalf of God, warns that 
the coming judgment on the people (here described as ‘my 
house’, and ‘my inheritance’) will also involve judgment on 
the land: 


| will forsake my house, 
abandon my inheritance; 
| will give the one | love 
into the hands of her enemies. 
My inheritance has become to me 
like a lion in the forest. 
She roars at me; 
therefore | hate her. 
Has not my inheritance become to me 
like a speckled bird of prey 
that other birds of prey surround and attack? 
Go and gather all the wild beasts; 
bring them to devour. 
Many shepherds will ruin my vineyard 
and trample down my field; 
they will turn my pleasant field 
into a desolate wasteland. 
It will be made a wasteland, 
parched and desolate before me; 
the whole land will be laid waste 


because there is no one who cares. 
Jeremiah 12:7-11 


This message of doom began to be fulfilled in 597 sc, when 
Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon captured Jerusalem, despoiled 
the temple, and deported the cream of the population: 


Nebuchadnezzar removed all the treasures from the 
temple of the Lord and from the royal palace, and 
took away all the gold articles that Solomon king of 
Israel had made for the temple of the Lord. He carried 
into exile all Jerusalem: all the officers and fighting 
men, and all the craftsmen and artisans - a total of 
ten thousand. Only the poorest people of the land 
were left... It was because of the Lord’s anger that all 
this happened to Jerusalem and Judah, and in the end 
he thrust them from his presence. 

2 Kings 24:13-14; 20 


The king’s uncle, Zedekiah, was installed by the Babylonians 
as a puppet king; but when he tried to lead an insurrection 
some years later (586 sc), Jerusalem was largely destroyed, 
and the land was depopulated even further: 


In the fifth month, on the seventh day of the month - 
which was the nineteenth year of King 
Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon - Nebuzaradan, the 
captain of the bodyguard, a servant of the king of 
Babylon, came to Jerusalem. He burned the house of 
the Lord, the king’s house, and all the houses of 
Jerusalem; every great house he burned down. All the 
army of the Chaldeans who were with the captain of 
the guard broke down the walls around Jerusalem. 
Nebuzaradan the captain of the guard carried into 
exile the rest of the people who were left in the city 


and the deserters who had defected to the king of 
Babylon - all the rest of the population. But the 
captain of the guard left some of the poorest people 
of the land to be vinedressers and tillers of the soil... 
The king of Babylon struck them down and put them 
to death at Riblah in the land of Hamath. So Judah 
went into exile out of its land. 

2 Kings 25:8-12, 21 (NRSV) 


Israel had already gone into captivity away from her land 
135 years before - and never returned. Now it was Judah’s 
turn to go into exile. 


The exile and the covenant 
It may be hard for us today to appreciate what a 
catastrophe the exile was to the people of Judah. All their 
leaders were banished from the land. The king was deported 
and stripped of all his powers. The temple was in ruins, and 
the priests were no longer able to offer the sacrifices. It 
must have seemed as if God had broken every promise he 
had ever made to Abraham and to David. 

We can feel something of the despair and bitterness of 
the people in exile in a foreign land in this well-known 
psalm: 


By the rivers of Babylon - 
there we sat down and there we wept 
when we remembered Zion. 
On the willows there 
we hung up our harps. 
For there our captors 
asked us for songs, 
and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, 
‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’ 
How could we sing the Lord’s song 
in a foreign land? 


Psalm 137:1-4 (NRSV) 


During the exile the people had plenty of time to look again 
at their scriptures to find out why they had got themselves 
into this situation. Those who understood the Law and the 
prophets must have realized that God had not broken his 
covenant with his people. He was simply applying the 
sanctions that had been written into the covenant long ago. 
While the promise and gift of the land were unconditional, 
their continued possession of the land was conditional and 
depended on their loyalty and obedience to the God who 
had given it to them. 


4.6 The return to the land 


One reason why the Jews survived the exile was that their 
Babylonian captors kept them together as a community 
instead of scattering them in different places as the 
Assyrians had done with the Israelites. Another reason was 
that their prophets were able to interpret all that had 
happened and give them hope for the future. 

This hope would have been based partly on promises in 
the Mosaic Law that if the people returned to God in 
genuine repentance, he would restore them to their land: 


When all these things have happened to you, the 
blessings and the curses that | have set before you, if 
you Call them to mind among all the nations where 
the Lord your God has driven you, and return to the 
Lord your God, and you and your children obey him 
with all your heart and with all your soul, just as | am 
commanding you today, then the Lord your God will 
restore your fortunes and have compassion on you, 
gathering you again from all the peoples among 
whom the Lord your God has scattered you. Even if 
you are exiled to the ends of the world, from there the 


Lord your God will gather you, and from there he will 
bring you back. The Lord your God will bring you into 
the land that your ancestors possessed, and you will 
possess it; he will make you more prosperous and 
numerous than your ancestors. 

Deuteronomy 30:1-5 (NRSV) 


How then did the prophets build on this promise? What kind 
of hopes did they hold out to the Jewish exiles? These are 
examples of the hopes held out by different prophets of a 
return to the land and a restoration of the people. 


Isaiah 

The prophecies in the first part of Isaiah (chapters 1-39) 
were delivered more than a century before the exile and 
spoke of the great judgment to come and the restoration 
that would follow. Whether the rest of the book (chapters 
40-66) was written by the same writer or by a later writer 
during the exile, it soeaks even more clearly of the 
deliverance of the people after submitting to God’s 
judgment: 


Comfort, O comfort my people, 
says your God. 
Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, 
and cry to her 
that she has served her term, 
that her penalty is paid, 
that she has received from the Lord’s hand 
double for all her sins. 


A voice cries out: 
‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, 

make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 
Every valley shall be lifted up, 

and every mountain and hill be made low; 


the uneven ground shall become level, 
and the rough places a plain. 

Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, 
and all people shall see it together, 
for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.’ 


Get you up to a high mountain, 
O Zion, herald of good tidings; 

lift up your voice with strength, 
O Jerusalem, herald of good tidings, 
lift it up, do not fear; 

say to the cities of Judah, 
‘Here is your God!’ 

See, the Lord God comes with might, 
and his arm rules for him. 

Isaiah 40:1-5, 9-10 (NRSV) 


Jeremiah 

Unlike Isaiah, who had spoken about events which to him 
were in the distant future, Jeremiah lived through the 
Babylonian invasion in 597 sc and the destruction of 
Jerusalem in 586 sc, and remained with those who were left 
behind in Jerusalem. He prophesied that the exile would last 
for a limited period: 


This is what the Lord says: ‘When seventy years are 
completed for Babylon, | will come to you and fulfil my 
gracious promise to bring you back to this place... 
Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, 
and I will listen to you. You will seek me and find me 
when you seek me with all your heart. | will be found 
by you,’ declares the Lord ‘and will bring you back 
from captivity. | will gather you from all the nations 
and places where | have banished you,’ declares the 


Lord, ‘and will bring you back to the place from which 
| carried you into exile.’ 
Jeremiah 29:10-14 (compare 16:14-15) 


Ezekiel 

Ezekiel must have been in his mid twenties when he 
witnessed the surrender of Jerusalem to the Babylonian 
army and was taken into exile in Babylon. His first 
prophecies were about the glory of God and the inevitability 
of judgment on the sinful people of Judah. Then sometime 
after hearing of the final destruction of Jerusalem in 586 sc, 
he began to look forward to the restoration of the nation to 
the land: 


The word of the Lord came to me... 

Therefore say: ‘This is what the Sovereign Lord 
says: Although | sent them far away among the 
nations and scattered them among the countries, yet 
for a little while | have been a sanctuary for them in 
the countries where they have gone.’ 

‘This is what the Sovereign Lord says: | will gather 
you from the nations and bring you back from the 
countries where you have been scattered and | will 
give you back the land of Israel again.’ They will 
return to it and remove all its vile images and 
detestable idols. 

Ezekiel 11:14, 16-18 


The fulfilment of these prophecies 

When King Cyrus of Persia captured Babylon in 539 sc, his 
policy was to repatriate the different groups of exiles in the 
country. The edict allowing the Jews to return to Jerusalem is 
recorded in 2 Chronicles and Ezra, and it is significant that 
they speak of this return as a fulfilment of the prophecies of 
Jeremiah: 


In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to 
fulfil the word of the Lord spoken by Jeremiah, the 
Lord moved the heart of Cyrus king of Persia to make 
a proclamation throughout his realm and put it in 
writing: ‘This is what Cyrus king of Persia says: “The 
Lord, the God in heaven, has given me all the 
kingdoms of the earth and he has appointed me to 
build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah. Anyone 
of his people among you - may the Lord his God be 
with him, and let him go up.” 

2 Chronicles 36:22-23; Ezra 1:1-3 


The exiles who returned to Judah and Jerusalem settled in 
the places which their parents and grandparents had left 
when they were taken into exile. Ezra gives a list of all those 
who returned at this time ‘each to his own town’: 


Now these are the people of the province who came 
up from the captivity of the exiles, whom 
Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon had taken captive to 
Babylon (they returned to Jerusalem and Judah, each 
to his own town...) 

Ezra 2:1 (compare 1 Chronicles 9:2) 


At every stage this was a peaceful return. There is no 
suggestion either in the prophecies or in the historical 
accounts that any fighting was involved in the resettling of 
the exiles in their own land. This is the idyllic picture of the 
return painted by Isaiah: 


Only the redeemed will walk there, 
and the ransomed of the Lord will return. 
They will enter Zion with singing; 
everlasting joy will crown their heads. 
Gladness and joy will overtake them, 


and sorrow and sighing will flee away. 
Isaiah 35:9-10 


Anything less like the conquest under Joshua is hard to 
imagine! 


Popular ideas about the land 

As Judaism developed in the centuries after the exile, the 
Jews came to believe that there was an inseparable 
connection between the people of Israel and the land. Since 
the land had been given to them by God as an everlasting 
possession, it was here that he wanted them to live, and it 
was here that they had the ideal opportunity to live in total 
obedience to the law of God. It was as if there were a kind of 
‘umbilical cord’ between Israel and the land. 

This is why they always expressed a strong desire to 
possess soil in the land, and, if they lived away from the 
land, to make pilgrimage to it, and if possible to die in the 
land. It also explains why they always considered it vital 
that the land should be under their own control. The 
greatest threat to their existence as a nation living under 
the law of God came from having to live under an alien, 
occupying power. W.D. Davies has summed up their 
attitude: ‘They could only dwell securely in the promised 
land when it was not occupied territory.’12 

Another development during this period was that the 
Jews began to see even more clearly the special significance 
of the city of Jerusalem and the temple. This was because 
they summed up for them the meaning of the land. 

When they became discouraged and depressed about 
their situation as a nation in the land, some started to 
dream dreams and to hope that God would one day 
intervene in an obviously supernatural way to vindicate his 
people. This led to the development of a new kind of writing 
called ‘Apocalyptic’, which generally described visions and 
dreams using many strange symbols. These writers tried to 


explain why the powers of evil were frustrating the 
fulfilment of God’s promises, and looked forward to the time 
when God would establish his kingdom in the land for all the 
world to see. This kind of writing was particularly popular 
between 200 sc and a 100, when the Jews were under the 
power of the Seleucids and the Romans. 

Some Jewish writers continued to interpret everything 
the Old Testament said about the land in a very literal way, 
but at the same time they developed a spiritual 
interpretation of the land. For example, Philo, the Jewish 
philosopher-theologian who died in Alexandria in ao 50, held 
firmly to traditional Jewish hopes for the land, but also gave 
a symbolic interpretation to passages in the Old Testament 
about the land. 


Their own, yet not their own 

The Jews after the exile were therefore no more than a small 
remnant of the southern kingdom of Judah, and an even 
smaller remnant of the twelve tribes which had occupied the 
land under Joshua. They had a limited amount of territory 
around Jerusalem which was only a fraction of the land ruled 
by David and Solomon. They had no king; and although at 
times they had some degree of independence, they lived 
constantly under the shadow of foreign powers. They could 
take comfort from the fact that they were in the land; but 
they could hardly ever feel that they were masters in their 
own land. 


4.7 The land and the hopes of Israel 


Was this the glorious future that the prophets had spoken 
of? Was this all that God had in store for his people - that 
they should live in a small section of their own land and 
under the control of foreigners? God had fulfilled his promise 
about the return to the land. But what about all the other 


things that went with it - like the spiritual renewal of the 
nation? 

Could it be that the promise of a return was to be fulfilled 
again - but this time not in another return of exiles to the 
land, but rather as part of the fulfilment of all the promises 
contained within the Abrahamic covenant and all the hopes 
of Israel? Our task now is to go back to the prophets and see 
how the theme of the land is woven into everything else 
that they said about the future. These are examples of how 
four of the prophets understood the glorious future that was 
to unfold. 


Isaiah 
Isaiah’s description of the restoration of the people speaks 
of much more than a mere return to the land: 


The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, 
the desert shall rejoice and blossom... 
Strengthen the weak hands, 
and make firm the feeble knees. 
Say to those who are of a fearful heart, 
‘Be strong, do not fear! 
Here is your God. 
He will come with vengeance, 
with terrible recompense. 
He will come and Save you.’ 
Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, 
and the ears of the deaf unstopped; 
then the lame shall leap like a deer, 
and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy. 
For waters shall break forth in the wilderness, 
and streams in the desert... 
A highway shall be there, 
and it shall be called the Holy Way; 
the unclean shall not travel on it, 
but it shall be for God’s people; 


no traveller, not even fools, shall go astray. 
Isaiah 35:1, 3-6, 8 (NRSV) 


Jeremiah 

Jeremiah links the return to the land with several other 
important prophetic themes: a promise of national security, 
the knowledge of God, repentance, and the covenant 
relationship between God and his people: 


This is what the Lord, the God of Israel says: ‘Like 
these good figs, | regard as good the exiles from 
Judah, whom I sent away from this place to the land of 
the Babylonians. My eyes will watch over them for 
their good, and | will bring them back to this land. | 
will build them and not tear them down; | will plant 
them and not uproot them. I will give them a heart to 
know me, that | am the Lord. They will be my people, 
and I will be their God, for they will return to me with 
all their heart.’ 

Jeremiah 24:5-7 


Ezekiel 

Chapters 36 and 37 are a favourite hunting ground for 
students of prophecy. Chapter 37 includes the well-known 
vision of the Valley of Dry Bones, in which the bones come 
together to form a skeleton and then come to life as a living 
body. This is interpreted as a vision of what God is about to 
do in bringing the nation to life once again after the exile. In 
these two chapters we find that the prophecy of a return to 
the land is just one of many different themes concerning 
what God is going to do for his people: 


e ‘| will gather you from all the countries and bring you 
back into your own land’ (36:24; 37:12, 14, 21). 


‘| will sprinkle clean water on you, and... | will cleanse 
you from all your impurities’ (36:25, 29, 33; 37:23). 


‘| will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you... 
| will give you a heart of flesh’ (36:26). 


‘| will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my 
decrees and be careful to keep my laws’ (36:27; 37:14, 
24). 


‘You will live in the land | gave your forefathers’ (36:28; 
37:25). 


‘You will be my people, and | will be your God’ (36:28; 
37:23, 27). 


‘| will call for the grain and make it plentiful... the 
desolate land will be cultivated’ (36:29, 34). 


‘Then the nations... will know that | the Lord have 
rebuilt what was destroyed’ (36:36; 37:28). 


‘| will make their people (the house of Israel) as 
numerous as sheep’ (36:37; 37:26). 


‘Then you, my people, will know that | am the Lord’ 
(37:13-14; 36:38). 


‘| will make them one nation in the land’ (37:22). 


‘There will be one king over all of them... my servant 
David will be king over them... for ever’ (37:22, 24, 25). 


‘They will all have one shepherd’ (37:24). 


‘| will make a covenant of peace with them... an 
everlasting covenant’ (37:26). 


e ‘| will put my sanctuary among them for ever... my 
dwelling-place will be with them’ (37:26, 27). 


Christopher Wright relates this powerful vision to earlier 
themes in the Old Testament and explains how it also points 
forward to what God will do for the whole human race: 


... there is no doubt that Ezekiel’s vision of dry bones 
and their revival functions as a very important link in 
a theological chain to which the full biblical hope of 
resurrection is anchored. At one end is the 
connection... between Ezekiel’s vision of God 
breathing life into the lifeless bodies of Israel’s 
defunct army and the Genesis tradition of God 
breathing the breath of life into the human-shaped 
pile of dust that then became a living human being. 
God’s renewal of Israel was like a rerun of creation. 
Or, to put it the other way round, what God was about 
to do for Israel would be like the first act in the 
renewal of humanity as a whole. Here again, as in so 
many ways, the links between Israel and humanity are 
apparent. Israel had been called in the first place, 
through Abraham, to be a blessing to all the nations of 
the earth. Their election and redemption were for the 
sake of the rest of humanity. Likewise, therefore, just 
as their sin and punishment mirrored the fallenness of 
the whole race, so too their restoration would 
prefigure God’s gracious purpose of redemption for 
humanity. Resurrection for Israel anticipated 
resurrection for all... God’s work in Israel would have 
implications beyond Israel and affect the rest of the 
nations...44 


The remaining chapters of the book (38-48) are also 
important because they have much to say about Jerusalem 


and the land, and because many of these themes are taken 
up and developed in the New Testament. 

Chapters 38 and 39 consist of prophecies against Gog, a 
nation in the far north, which we are told will one day join 
with many other nations to attack the land of Israel. 
Chapters 40 to 48 consist of a series of visions, which are 
introduced in the following words: 


In the twenty-fifth year of our exile, at the beginning 
of the year, on the tenth of the month, in the 
fourteenth year after the fall of the city - on that very 
day the hand of the Lord was upon me and he took 
me there. In visions of God he took me to the land of 
Israel and set me on a very high mountain, on whose 
south side were some buildings that looked like a city. 
Ezekiel 40:1-2 


In his vision Ezekiel sees a plan of the whole temple area 
and describes the temple ritual. At one stage he sees the 
glory of God filling the temple (43:1-9), and later he sees a 
river flowing from the temple down to the Dead Sea (47:1- 
12). We are then given the boundaries of the land (47:13- 
23): 


These are the boundaries by which you are to divide 
the land for an inheritance among the twelve tribes of 
Israel, with two portions for Joseph. You are to divide it 
equally among them. Because | swore with uplifted 
hand to give it to your forefathers, this land will 
become your inheritance. 

Ezekiel 47:13-14 


The final chapter explains how the land is to be divided 
between the tribes. These boundaries should be understood 
as ‘stylized rather than geographically feasible’:42 


‘This is the land you are to allot as an inheritance to 
the tribes of Israel, and these will be their portions,’ 
declares the Sovereign Lord. 

Ezekiel 48:29 


After some details about the exits of the city of Jerusalem 
(48:30-35), the book ends with the words: 


And the name of the city from that time on will be: tHe 
LORD IS THERE. 


Ezekiel 48:35 


Zechariah 

Zechariah lived in the period immediately following the 
return from exile, and his prophecies date from around 520 
to 518 sc. He looks forward to yet another return of exiles 
‘from the countries of the east and the west’: 


The word of the Lord of hosts came to me, saying: 
Thus says the Lord of hosts: | am jealous for Zion with 
great jealousy, and | am jealous for her with great 
wrath. 

Thus says the Lord: | will return to Zion, and will 
dwell in the midst of Jerusalem; Jerusalem shall be 
called the faithful city, and the mountain of the Lord 
of hosts shall be called the holy mountain. 

Thus says the Lord of hosts: Old men and old 
women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem, each 
with staff in hand because of their great age. And the 
streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing 
in its streets. 

Thus says the Lord of hosts: Even though it seems 
impossible to the remnant of this people in these 
days, should it also seem impossible to me, says the 
Lord of hosts? 


Thus says the Lord of hosts: | will save my people 
from the east country and from the west country; and 
| will bring them to live in Jerusalem. They shall be my 
people and | will be their God, in faithfulness and in 
righteousness. 

Zechariah 8:1-8 (NRSV) 


Another passage speaks of the return of exiles of the 
northern kingdom of Israel (referred to here as ‘the house of 
Joseph’ and ‘the Ephraimites’) and exiles of the southern 
kingdom of Judah: 


| will strengthen the house of Judah, 
and | will save the house of Joseph. 
| will bring them back because | have compassion on 
them, 
and they shall be as though | had not rejected 
them; 
for | am the Lord their God and | will answer them. 
Then the people of Ephraim shall become like 
warriors, 
and their hearts shall be glad as with wine. 
Their children shall see it and rejoice, 
their hearts shall exult in the Lord. 


| will signal for them and gather them in, 
for | have redeemed them, 
and they shall be as numerous as they were 
before. 
Though I scattered them among the nations, 
yet in far countries they shall remember me, 
and they shall rear their children and return. 
| will bring them home from the land of Egypt, 
and gather them from Assyria; 
| will bring them to the land of Gilead and to Lebanon, 


until there is no room for them. 
Zechariah 10:6-10 (NRSV) 


Hope for the nation 

Here indeed was a glorious future to look forward to! The 
prophets were speaking of the time when God would fulfil 
the promises he had made to Abraham. Their message was 
simply that: 


e The people would live in the land for ever. 
e They would become a great nation. 
e God would be their God. 


e Through them all people on earth would be blessed. 


Would these promises ever be fulfilled? If so, when and 
how? 


4.8 Conclusions 


The promise of the land 

The original promise about the land belonging to Abraham 
and his descendants ‘as an everlasting possession’ was part 
of the whole covenant with Abraham, which also included a 
promise about the nation, about the covenant relationship 
between God and his people, and about the blessing which 
would come to all people on earth (Section 4.1). 


The boundaries of the land 

The different ways in which the boundaries of the land are 
described in different parts of the Old Testament make it 
impossible to reconstruct an accurate map of the promised 
land (Section 4.2). 


The conquest of the land 


The promise about the land began to be fulfilled through 
Abraham's legal purchase of land and found further 
fulfilment in the conquest of the land under Joshua. This 
conquest was partial and never complete (Section 4.3). 


The land and the temple 

In the thinking of the Old Testament the significance of the 
land is closely related to the significance of the city of 
Jerusalem and of the temple. What happens to the temple 
and the city, therefore, is intimately bound up with what 
happens to the land (Section 4.4). 


Exile from the land 

Continued possession of the land was conditional on 
obedience. Since the land was a gift from God, he could 
easily withdraw the people’s right to live in the land fora 
time if they did not fulfil the terms of the covenant. The 
northern kingdom of Israel was taken into exile in Assyria in 
721 sc and, as far as we know, never returned to the land. 
The cream of the southern kingdom of Judah was taken into 
exile in Babylon in 597 and 586 sc (Section 4.5). 


The return to the land 

Prophecies about a return to the land were primarily 
concerned with the Jews who were exiles in Babylon. In 2 
Chronicles and Ezra the return of exiles from Babylon to 
Jerusalem from 539 sc onwards is described as the fulfilment 
of the prophecies of Jeremiah (Section 4.6). 


The land and the hopes of Israel 

Promises about the land and the predictions about a return 
to the land should not be separated from other promises 
and predictions in the Old Testament and must be 
interpreted according to the same principles. The prophets 
looked forward to the complete political and spiritual 
restoration of the nation in the land, a restoration through 


which God’s purposes for the nation and for the world would 
be fulfilled (Section 4.7). 


If this is how the theme of the land is developed in the Old 
Testament, how is it taken up in the New Testament? The 
next chapter (‘The Land After Christ’) explores how Jesus 
and his disciples understood these ideas which they took 
from the Old Testament. 


CHAPTER 5 


the Land After Christ 
‘The Meek Shall Inherit the Earth’ 


Jesus said, ‘Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit 
the earth.’ 
Matthew 5:5 


In the last resort this study drives us to one point: the 
person of a Jew, Jesus of Nazareth, who proclaimed 
the acceptable year of the Lord only to die accursed 
on across and so to pollute the land, and by that act 
and its consequences to shatter the geographic 
dimension of the religion of his fathers. Like 
everything else, the land also in the New Testament 
drives us to ponder the mystery of Jesus, the Christ, 
who by his cross and resurrection broke not only the 
bonds of death for early Christians but also the bonds 
of the land. 

W.D. Davies 


The Land which once was the specific locale of God’s 
redemptive working served well within the old 
covenant as a picture of Paradise lost and promised. 
Now, however, in the era of new-covenant fulfilment, 
the land has expanded to encompass the cosmos. 
O. Palmer Robertson 


In the christological logic of Paul, the land (like the 
law, particular and provisional) had become 
irrelevant... The people of Israel living in the land had 
been replaced as the people of God by a universal 
community which had no special territorial 
attachment... The land has for him been ‘christified’. It 
is not the promised land (much as he loved it) that 
became his ‘inheritance’, but the Living Lord, in whom 
was a ‘new creation’... To be ‘in Christ’... has replaced 
being ‘in the land’ as the ideal life.2 

W.D. Davies 


The Land no longer functioned as the key symbol of 
the geographical identity of the people of god, and 
that for an obvious reason: if the new community 
consisted of Jew, Greek, barbarian alike, there was no 
sense in which one piece of territory could possess 
more significance than another. At no point in this 
early period do we find Christians eager to define or 
defend a ‘holy land’... Jesus and the church together 
are the new temple; the world, | suggest, is the new 
Land.4 

N.T. Wright 


5.1 The birth of Jesus the Messiah 


We need to begin our study of the land in the New 
Testament by noting once again the hopes of the Jewish 
people as they developed during the period of the Old 
Testament and until the first century av. These hopes are 
summed up by N.T. Wright as follows: 


The ‘salvation’ spoken of in the Jewish sources of this 
period has to do with the rescue from the national 
enemies, restoration of the national symbols, and a 
state of shalom in which every man will sit under his 


vine or fig-tree. ‘Salvation’ encapsulates the entire 
future hope... For first-century Jews it could only mean 
the inauguration of the age to come, liberation from 
Rome, the restoration of the temple, and the free 
enjoyment of their own Land.2 


We may state categorically that what Jews in general 
were expecting and longing for was the release of 
Israel from exile and the return of YHWH in Zion. 


This, therefore, is the context in which we need to read the 
accounts of the life of Jesus in the four Gospels. 

Luke’s account of his birth, for example, contains many 
important clues about who he thought Jesus was and what 
he was going to do for his people - all of them related to 
promises and hopes in the Old Testament. 


The annunciation to Mary 
This is how the angel announces the birth of Jesus: 


You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you 
are to give him the name Jesus. He will be great and 
will be called the son of the Most High. The Lord God 
will give him the throne of his father David, and he 
will reign over the house of Jacob for ever; his 
kingdom will never end. 

Luke 1:31-33 (my emphasis) 


These words contain a very clear echo of the original 
promise concerning the line of David described in 2 Samuel: 


The Lord declares to you that the Lord himself will 
establish a house for you: When your days are over 
and you rest with your fathers, | will raise up your 
offspring to succeed you, who will come from your 


own body, and / will establish his kingdom. He is the 
one who will build a house for my Name, and / will 
establish the throne of his kingdom for ever. | will be 
his father, and he shall be my son... Your house and 
your kingdom shall endure for ever before me; your 
throne shall be established for ever. 

2 Samuel 7:11-14, 16 (my emphasis) 


Whereas David was told that his kingdom would last forever 
through an unbroken line of his descendants, Mary is told 
that Jesus himself will reign forever. He is to reign over ‘the 
house of Jacob’, which means the whole house of Israel. His 
kingdom will not be limited to ‘the house of Judah’, as was 
the kingdom of all David’s descendants who ruled in 
Jerusalem after Solomon; he will reign over the whole 
nation, united into one. 


The Song of Mary 

In her song of praise to God (the Magnificat), Mary speaks of 
the ‘great things’ that God has done for her personally and 
relates them to the fulfilment of what God had promised to 
Abraham: 


My soul praises the Lord 
and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour, 

for he has been mindful 
of the humble state of his servant. 

From now on all generations will call me blessed, 
for the Mighty One has done great things for me - 
holy is 
his name. 

He has helped his servant Israel, 
remembering to be merciful 

to Abraham and his descendants for ever, 
even as he said to our fathers. 

Luke 1:46-49, 54-55 


The Song of Zechariah 

Soon after the birth of John the Baptist, his father Zechariah 
connects all that is happening with the promises given to 
the prophets and the covenant with Abraham: 


‘Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, 
for he has looked favourably on his people and 
redeemed them. 

He has raised up a mighty saviour for us 
in the house of his servant David, 

as he spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets 
from of old, 
that we would be saved from our enemies and 
from the hand 
of all who hate us. 

Thus he has shown the mercy promised to our 
ancestors, 
and has remembered his holy covenant, 

the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham, 
to grant us that we, being rescued from the hands 
of our enemies, 

might serve him without fear, in holiness and 
righteousness 
before him all our days. 

Luke 1:68-75 (NRSV) 


The first part of the song defines salvation as ‘salvation 
from our enemies’; the second part defines salvation in 
terms of ‘the forgiveness of their sins’: 


And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most 
High; 
for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, 
to give knowledge of salvation to his people 
by the forgiveness of their sins. 


By the tender mercy of our God, 
the dawn from on high will break upon us, 
to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the 
shadow 
of death 
to guide our feet into the way of peace. 
Luke 1:76-79 (NRSV) 


The Song of Simeon 

One person who recognized the significance of the birth of 
Jesus was the aged Simeon, who was present when Joseph 
and Mary brought Jesus to be presented in the temple on 
the fortieth day after his birth: 


Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who 
was righteous and devout. He was waiting for the 
consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon 
him. It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit 
that he would not die before he had seen the Lord’s 
Christ. 

Luke 2:25-26 


When he took Jesus in his arms he praised God with the 
words: 


Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, 
you now dismiss your servant in peace. 
For my eyes have seen your salvation, 
which you have prepared in the sight of all people, 
a light for revelation to the Gentiles 
and for glory to your people Israel. 
Luke 2:29-32 


Simeon clearly understood that Jesus was to be ‘the Lord’s 
Christ’, the one who would bring about ‘the consolation of 


Israel’ (or ‘the restoration of Israel’). He also believed that 
the consolation or restoration of Israel was about to take 
place in the person of Jesus. 


Anna the prophetess 
Another person who recognized the identity of Jesus was 
Anna: 


There was also a prophetess, Anna... She never left 
the temple but worshipped night and day, fasting and 
praying. Coming up to them at that very moment, she 
gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all 
who were looking forward to the redemption of 
Jerusalem. 

Luke 2:36-38 


There must have been a circle of people known to Anna who 
were looking forward to ‘the redemption of Jerusalem’, or 
‘the liberation of Jerusalem’. Anna’s message to them after 
seeing Jesus was that he was the one who would have a 
vital role to play in the fulfilment of their hopes. 

If Mary, Zechariah, Simeon, and Anna, like the vast 
majority of their fellow Jews in the first century, thought of 
‘the consolation of Israel’ and ‘the redemption of Jerusalem’ 
as historical events that would one day take place in the city 
of Jerusalem and the land of Palestine, it seems they now 
believed that the restoration of Israel and the liberation of 
Jerusalem had already begun to take place through the birth 
of Jesus the Messiah. 


5.2 Jesus and the land 


Jesus had very little to say specifically about the land; in 
fact, we shall see that there is only one clear and obvious 
reference to the land in his teaching. This is all the more 
surprising when we see his message against the 


background of typical Jewish hopes and expectations of the 
first century av, in which the land played a vital role. As an 
indication of the centrality of the land in the teaching of the 
rabbis, W.D. Davies quotes the following saying of a rabbi, 
which suggests that a thanksgiving over a meal cannot be 
counted as a proper grace unless it includes a specific 
reference to the land: 


Our rabbis have said that anyone who does not 
mention in the Grace before Meals the blessing, ‘For 
the land and for the food’, ‘a desirable land’, the 
covenant of circumcision, the Torah and life, has not 
fulfilled his duty. The Holy One, blessed be He, said, 
‘The Land of Israel is more precious to Me than 
everything. Why? Because | sought it out.’2 


Some have argued that if Jesus was so silent about the land, 
it was because he accepted typical Jewish teaching about 
the land at the time and took it for granted. He did not need 
to say anything about the land because he affirmed what his 
fellow Jews believed about it and the hopes that they had 
for its future. According to this view, the silence of Jesus 
concerning the land simply means that Jesus had no desire 
to challenge accepted ideas about the land in the minds of 
his contemporaries or to modify them in any way. 

It is far more likely, however, that Jesus had so little to 
say specifically about the land because the main focus of his 
teaching was on the coming of the kingdom of God. 
According to Mark the main thrust of Jesus’ message was, 
‘The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good 
news!’ (Mark 1:15). Jesus’ understanding of the land, 
therefore, has to be seen in the light of his overall message 
about the way God was about to establish his kingly rule in 
the world. These crucial ideas about the kingdom are 
summed up by N.T. Wright as follows: 


‘The kingdom of god’... is a slogan whose basic 
meaning is the hope that Israel’s god is going to rule 
Israel (and the whole world), and that Caesar, or 
Herod, or anyone else of their ilk, is not. It means that 
Torah will be fulfilled at last, that the temple will be 
rebuilt and the Land cleansed.® 


First-century Jews looked forward to a public event, a 
great act of liberation for Israel, in and through which 
their god would reveal to all the world that he was not 
just a local, tribal deity, but the creator and sovereign 
of all. YHWH would reveal his salvation for Israel in the 
eyes of all the nations; the ends of the earth would 
see that he has vindicated his people.2 


In order, therefore, to understand Jesus’ thinking about the 
land, we need to look for any clues that show how he 
thought about the fulfilment of the covenant made with 
Abraham. And since predictions of a return to the land were 
interwoven with everything else the prophets said about the 
future, we have to take note of anything that indicates how 
Jesus understood the fulfilment of the hopes and longings of 
the people of Israel. 


‘The meek... will inherit the earth’ 

The Sermon on the Mount begins with these eight well- 
known sayings describing the characteristics and the 
blessings of those who belong to the kingdom of God: 


Blessed are the poor in spirit, 

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
Blessed are those who mourn, 

for they will be comforted. 
Blessed are the meek, 

for they will inherit the earth. 


Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness, 
for they will be filled. 
Blessed are the merciful, 
for they will receive mercy. 
Blessed are the pure in heart, 
for they will see God. 
Blessed are the peacemakers, 
for they will be called children of God. 
Blessed are those who are persecuted because of 
righteousness’ sake, 
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
Matthew 5:3-10 (NRSV) 


It is not too difficult to understand what it means to be 
comforted, to be filled, to be shown mercy, to see God and 
to be called sons of God. But what does it mean to ‘inherit 
the earth’? The Greek word translated ‘earth’ (ge) can also 
mean ‘land’; and the Hebrew word that lies behind this 
Greek word is eretz, the word that is used throughout the 
Old Testament for ‘the land’. Hermann Sasse in the Kittel 
Theological Dictionary of the New Testament suggests that 
the word ‘land’ is used here in the eschatological sense to 
mean ‘the land of promise’, and comments: 


The kingdom which Psalm 37:11 promises to the 
anawim, ‘the poor’, is Palestine perfected in the 
Messianic glory.22 


Jesus is therefore saying that ‘the meek will inherit the 
land’, and the expression is taken straight from Psalm 37, 
which contains no fewer than seven references to ‘the land 
or ‘the inheritance’: 


r 


... dwell in the land and enjoy safe pasture... 


those who hope in the Lord will inherit the land... 
But the meek will inherit the land... 
the blameless... 
their inheritance will endure for ever... 
those the Lord blesses will inherit the land... 
the righteous will inherit the land... 
He will exalt you to possess the land. 
Psalm 37:3, 9, 11, 18, 22, 29, 34 (my emphasis) 


The psalmist was obviously thinking of the land of Palestine, 
‘the land which the Lord has given you as an inheritance’. 
On the lips of Jesus, however, the land now begins to take 
on anew meaning: those who will inherit and possess the 
land and dwell securely in it forever are the poor in spirit - 
presumably of any nation - who mourn and are meek. 

The words, therefore, contain clear echoes of the promise 
made to Abraham: 


e Abraham had been promised that the land would 
belong to his descendants for ever; but now Jesus gives 
his description of who those descendants are. 


e Abraham had been promised that he would be the 
ancestor of a great nation; now Jesus spells out his 
understanding of who are the true people of God. 


e Abraham had been promised that there would be a 
special relationship between God and his descendants; 
Jesus now describes the kind of people who will be 
called sons of God and will see God. 


e Abraham had been promised that through his 
descendants all peoples on earth would be blessed; 
now Jesus extends God’s blessing to anyone who is 
poor in spirit and hungers and thirsts for righteousness. 


‘Freedom for the prisoners’ 

At the very beginning of his public ministry, Jesus read some 
words from Isaiah in a service in the synagogue at Nazareth 
and claimed that they had been fulfilled in himself: 


The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. 
Unrolling 
it, he found the place where it is written: 


‘The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 
because he has anointed me 
to preach good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 
and recovery of sight for the blind, 
to release the oppressed, 
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.’ 


Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the 
attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the 
synagogue were fastened on him, and he said to 
them, ‘Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.’ 
Luke 4:17-21 


In their original context in Isaiah 61:1-2 the words he 
quoted were referring to ‘the prisoners’ and ‘the oppressed’ 
among the people of Judah in exile in a foreign country. He 
knew as well as his audience that Isaiah’s prophecy of a 
return to the land had been fulfilled in the return of the 
exiles from Babylon. But here he stands up before a Jewish 
congregation and makes the astonishing claim, ‘Today this 
scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.’ 

In the mind of Jesus, therefore, the prisoners, the blind, 
and the oppressed were the people sitting in the same 
synagogue and walking the streets of Nazareth. Using Old 
Testament language about leading exiles back to the land 


from a foreign country, he claimed that he had been 
appointed and commissioned by God to meet their deepest 
needs. The Israel of Jesus’ day is about to have an 
opportunity to return from its exile. 


‘Good news is preached to the poor’ 

When John the Baptist was in prison, he sent some of his 
disciples to ask Jesus the question, ‘Are you the one who 
was to come, or should we expect someone else?’ In his 
reply Jesus used expressions from Isaiah chapters 35 and 61 
to describe what he believed he had been called to do, and 
thus to explain who he was: 


At that very time Jesus cured many who had diseases, 
sicknesses and evil spirits, and gave sight to many 
who were blind. So he replied to the messengers: ‘Go 
back and report to John what you have seen and 
heard, The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those 
who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead 
are raised, and the good news is preached to the 
poor.’ 

Luke 7:21-22 (my emphasis) 


Then will the eyes of the blind be opened 
and the ears of the deaf unstopped. 
Then will the lame leap like deer, 
and the tongue of the dumb shout for joy. 
Isaiah 35:5-6 (my emphasis) 


The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is on me, 
because the Lord has anointed me to preach good 
news to the poor. 

Isaiah 61:1 (my emphasis) 


We have already seen (in Section 4.7) that Isaiah 35 isa 
poetic description of the return of exiles to the land. It 


speaks of ‘the redeemed’ who will return and ‘enter Zion 
with singing’. Jesus is therefore once again taking poetic 
imagery from an Old Testament passage about the return of 
Jewish exiles from Babylon and using it to describe what he 
is doing in his public ministry. 

A New Testament scholar, R.T. France, makes this 
comment on the significance of Jesus using the Old 
Testament in this way: 


The inevitable conclusion seems to be that Jesus 
presented his ministry as the fulfilment of the whole 
future hope of the Old Testament, the day of the Lord 
and the coming of the Messiah. Even where the 
Original reference seems to be focused on a political 
restoration of God’s people (especially true in Isaiah 
35) Jesus can find the fulfilment in his own ministry.24 


‘Many will come from the east and the west’ 

Jesus was astonished at the faith of the Roman centurion 
who believed that Jesus could heal his servant who was sick 
at home simply by saying the word, and without having to 
go to him. This is what he said to those who were following 
him at the time. His words contain a clear echo of Isaiah 43 
and Psalm 107: 


| tell you the truth, | have not found anyone in Israel 
with such great faith. | say to you that many will come 
from the east and the west, and will take their places 
at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the 
kingdom of heaven. But the subjects of the kingdom 
will be thrown outside, into the darkness where there 
will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

Matthew 8:10-12 


I will bring your children from the east 


and gather you from the west. 
| will say to the north, ‘Give them up!’ 

and to the south, ‘Do not hold them back.’ 
Bring my sons from afar 

and my daughters from the ends of the earth - 
everyone who is called by my name. 
Isaiah 43:5-7 (my emphasis) 


Let the redeemed of the Lord say this... 
those he gathered from the lands, 

from east and west, from north and south... 
Psalm 107:2-3 (my emphasis) 


Here again, therefore, Jesus takes expressions which, in 
their original context, speak of the ingathering of Jewish 
exiles to the land and uses them to speak of the future 
ingathering of people from all over the world into the 
kingdom of God. He even goes further and no doubt shocks 
many of his Jewish hearers when he warns that many Jews 
will be excluded from the kingdom. R.T. France concludes: 


It seems, therefore, that, far from looking for some 
future regathering of the Jewish people to Palestine, 
Jesus actually took Old Testament passages which 
originally had that connotation, and applied them 
instead to the ingathering of the Christian community 
from all nations, even in one case, to the exclusion of 


some Jews!24 


These ideas are reflected in another saying of Jesus 
recorded by John: 


| have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. | 
must bring them also. They too will listen to my voice, 
and there will be one flock and one shepherd. 


John 10:16 


They are also expressed even more explicitly by John in his 
comment on what the high priest said about the death of 
Jesus: 


He did not say this on his own, but as high priest that 
year he prophesied that Jesus would die for the Jewish 
nation, and not only for that nation but also for the 
scattered children of God, to bring them together and 
make them one. 

John 11:51-52 


It was not that Jesus was ‘spiritualizing’ Old Testament 
prophecies and thereby leaving open the possibility that 
they might one day be interpreted literally. Rather, 
according to him, the gathering of believers into the 
kingdom of God was the true fulfilment of these prophecies. 

Some Christian writers have pointed out that the 
prophets predicted the return of the exiles from all countries 
- from north, south, east, and west. Moreover, they say, 
some of the prophets (notably Zechariah) specifically 
predicted that exiles of the northern kingdom of Israel would 
return to the land as well as exiles from the southern 
kingdom of Judah. They go on to ask: has anything 
happened in history which fits this description - except the 
recent return of Jews to the land? 

The question at first sight seems unanswerable; it sounds 
a convincing ‘knock-down’ argument. But if the Christian is 
to interpret Old Testament prophecy in the light of the 
teaching of Jesus, the question simply does not arise. Why? 
Because in the perspective of Jesus, the ingathering of the 
exiles - from the north, south, eas,t and west - takes place 
when people of all races are gathered into the kingdom of 


God. This is the true, the real, the intended fulfilment of the 
Old Testament prophecies. 

This new understanding of the land in the context of the 
kingdom of God is summed up by N.T. Wright in this way: 


He [Jesus] had not come to rehabilitate the symbol of 
holy land, but to subsume it within a different 
fulfilment of the kingdom, which would embrace the 
whole creation... 43 


Jesus spent his whole ministry redefining what the 
kingdom meant. He refused to give up the symbolic 
language of the kingdom, but filled it with such new 
content that... he powerfully subverted Jewish 
expectations.44 


5.3 Jesus and Jerusalem 


Jerusalem had figured prominently in the prophetic hopes 
concerning the future of Israel. In the teaching of Jesus, 
however, the main significance of Jerusalem was that it was 
the place where he would die and rise again, and that it 
would soon be destroyed as a judgment from God. 


Predictions of the passion 

When Jesus predicted his suffering, death, and resurrection 
in Jerusalem, he spoke of them as the fulfilment of 
prophecy: 


We are going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is 
written by the prophets about the Son of Man will be 
fulfilled. He will be turned over to the Gentiles. They 
will mock him, insult him, spit on him, flog him and kill 
him. On the third day he will rise again. 

Luke 18:31-33 (compare Mark 8:31) 


It is widely accepted that when Jesus spoke of his 
resurrection as being ‘on the third day’ he was using the 
words of Hosea 6:1-2. In their original context, these verses 
express the hope of a national restoration - in other words, 
the resurrection of the people of Israel: 


Come, let us return to the Lord. 
He has torn us to pieces 
but he will heal us; 
he has injured us 
but he will bind up our wounds. 
After two days he will revive us; 
on the third day he will restore us, 
that we may live in his presence. 
Hosea 6:1-2 


These hopes and aspirations for the nation were hardly 
fulfilled in the centuries following the prophet’s lifetime. So 
what did Jesus mean when he made such a deliberate 
reference to these hopes and said that he would be raised 
from the dead ‘on the third day’? The answer suggested by 
R.T. France is that ‘Jesus could only apply Hosea’s words to 
himself if he saw himself as in some way the heir to Israel’s 
hopes.’ He goes on to quote this significant sentence from 
C.H. Dodd’s book According to the Scriptures: ‘The 
resurrection of Christ is the resurrection of Israel of which 
the prophets spoke.’42 

N.T. Wright makes the same point in this way: 


Jesus was claiming in some sense to represent Israel 
in himself... he regarded himself as the one who 
summed up Israel’s vocation and destiny in himself. 
He was the one in and through whom the real ‘return 
from exile’ would come about, indeed, was already 
coming about. He was the Messiah.+& 


Jesus is therefore claiming that in some way he himself is a 
representative of the whole people of Israel, and that the 
promised restoration of the nation is going to take place in 
and through him. 


Predictions of the fall of Jerusalem 

Mark, Luke, and Matthew all record sayings of Jesus about 
the end of the age, which were spoken in Jerusalem during 
the last week of his life. Here we study only the accounts in 
Mark and Luke. 


Mark’s account 
The thirteenth chapter in Mark begins with a prediction of 
the destruction of the temple: 


As he was leaving the temple, one of his disciples said 
to him, ‘Look Teacher! What massive stones! What 
magnificent buildings!’ ‘Do you see all these great 
buildings?’ replied Jesus. ‘Not one stone here will be 
left on another; every one will be thrown down.’ As 
Jesus was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the 
temple, Peter, James, John and Andrew asked him 
privately, ‘Tell us, when will these things happen? And 
what will be the sign that they are all about to be 
fulfilled?’ 

Mark 13:1-4 


In his answer to these questions, Jesus speaks of false 
prophets, wars, earthquakes, and famines, which are to be 
‘the beginning of birth pains’; and he warns his disciples to 
expect persecution from civil and religious authorities, and 
even from their own families. He then speaks about the time 
when the temple will be desecrated, using expressions 
borrowed from the book of Daniel (9:27; 11:31; 12:11): 


But when you see the desolating sacrilege set up 
where it ought not to be (let the reader understand), 
then those in Judea must flee to the mountains; the 
one on the housetop must not go down or enter the 
house to take anything away; the one in the field must 
not turn back to get a coat. Woe to those who are 
pregnant and to those who are nursing infants in 
those days! Pray that it may not be in winter. For in 
those days there will be suffering, such as has not 
been from the beginning of the creation that God 
created until now, no, and never will be. And if the 
Lord had not cut short those days, no one would be 
saved; but for the sake of the elect, whom he chose, 
he has cut short those days. And if anyone says to you 
at that time, ‘Look! Here is the Messiah!’ or ‘Look! 
There he is!’ - do not believe it. False messiahs and 
false prophets will appear and produce signs and 
omens, to lead astray, if possible, the elect. But be 
alert; | have already told you everything. 

Mark 13:14-23 (NRSV) 


The next two verses speak about cosmic disturbances: 


But in those days, following that distress, 
‘the sun will be darkened, 

and the moon will not give its light; 
the stars will fall from the sky, 

and the heavenly bodies will be shaken.’ 
Mark 13:24-25 


These words have generally been interpreted as referring to 
disturbances in the universe that will occur at the end of the 
world. It is more likely, however, as R.T. France and others 
have argued, that they should be taken very closely with the 
previous verses to refer to the fall of Jerusalem.44 The main 


reason for this interpretation is that the quotation is taken 
straight from a prophecy of Isaiah about the fall of Babylon, 
Isaiah 13:10. If Isaiah could speak of cosmic disturbances 
accompanying the fall of Babylon (which took place in 539 
sc), it is perfectly understandable that Jesus could use the 
same kind of poetic language to describe the fall of 
Jerusalem. We do not have to think in terms of literal 
disturbances in the cosmos at the end of the world. 

If this is the most likely interpretation, it means that 
Jesus wanted his Jewish hearers to understand that God was 
going to punish the holy city of Jerusalem in the same way 
as he had punished the pagan city of Babylon. Since they 
probably understood the point of the quotation, they would 
no doubt have been shocked and deeply offended at the 
comparison. 

The following verse speaks about the coming of the Son 
of Man: 


At that time men will see the Son of Man coming in 
clouds with great power and glory. 
Mark 13:26 


Here again we have a saying which has generally been 
interpreted as referring to the second coming of Jesus Christ 
at the end of the world, but which could also and primarily 
be speaking about events in the near future. The picture of 
the coming of the Son of Man on the clouds is almost 
certainly taken from one of Daniel’s visions in the Old 
Testament: 


In my vision at night | looked, and there before me 
was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of 
heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was 
led into his presence. He was given authority, glory 
and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of 


every language worshipped him. His dominion is an 
everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his 
kingdom is one that will never be destroyed. 

Daniel 7:13-14 


Since this passage (like many others in Daniel) is about the 
kingdom of God, it is natural to connect it with another 
important saying in Mark’s Gospel about the coming of the 
kingdom of God: 


| tell you the truth, some who are standing here will 
not taste death before they see the kingdom of God 
come with power. 

Mark 9:1 


If there was a connection in Jesus’ mind between the coming 
of the kingdom of God ‘with power’ (Mark 9:1) and the 
coming of the Son of Man ‘with great power’ (Mark 13:26), 
when were they to happen? The answer must be that since 
Jesus said the kingdom would come while many of his 
hearers were still alive, the coming of the Son of Man would 
also take place during this period. We can hardly avoid 
making a connection between the words ‘the present 
generation will live to see it all’ (Mark 13:20) and the words 
‘then they will see the coming of the Son of man’ (Mark 
13:26). 

What then could the coming of the kingdom of God and 
the coming of the Son of Man mean at this particular time? 
The ‘coming’ described in Daniel’s vision is a coming to 
God; the Son of Man is presented before God and receives 
authority, glory, and sovereign power. This ‘coming’ might, 
therefore, relate to the resurrection and ascension, since it 
was supremely through these events that Jesus was 
vindicated by God, raised to glory, and established in his 
kingdom. And if the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of 


Jerusalem are linked with this sequence of events, it is 
because it was one more event by which Jesus was 
vindicated before people. N.T. Wright relates the ‘coming’ 
closely to the events of ap 70: 


He was the true king, who had authority over the 
temple. As such, he would be vindicated when his 
prediction came true, and the temple was finally 
destroyed.+8 


Jesus is saying, therefore, that in the years to come it will 
become clear through all that happens that God has 
vindicated him openly. Men will ‘see’ with the eyes of faith 
that the Son of Man has entered into his eternal kingdom 
and that the kingdom of God has come in the world. 

This interpretation of the coming of the Son of Man does 
not rule out the traditional interpretation of these words, 
which relates them to the second coming. It simply means 
that the primary reference in the words about the coming of 
the Son of Man is to his public vindication in the near future. 

The next verse speaks about something closely related 
to the coming of the Son of Man: 


And he will send his angels and gather his elect from 
the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends 
of the heavens. 

Mark 13:27 


The Greek word translated as ‘angels’ is angelous, which is 
the common word for ‘messengers’. It would therefore be 
perfectly legitimate to translate the sentence, ‘he will send 
his messengers and gather his elect’. This saying echoes 
several Old Testament passages that speak of the gathering 
of exiles; and in Matthew’s version of the same saying, the 


‘trumpet call’ comes from a verse in Isaiah that describes 
the return of exiles from Assyria and Egypt: 


Even if you have been banished to the most distance 
land under the heavens, from there the Lord your God 
will gather you and bring you back. 

Deuteronomy 30:4 (my emphasis) 


‘Come! Come! Flee from the land of the north,’ 
declares the Lord. ‘Come, O Zion! Escape, you who 
live in the Daughter of Babylon!’ 

Zechariah 2:6-7 


And he will send his angels... with a loud trumpet call, 
and they will gather his elect from the four winds, 
from one end of the heavens to the other. 

Matthew 24:31 (my emphasis) 


And in that day a great trumpet will sound. Those who 
were perishing in Assyria and those who were exiled 
in Egypt will come and worship the Lord on the holy 
mountain in Jerusalem. 

Isaiah 27:13 (my emphasis) 


Thus when we compare the words of Jesus with the Old 
Testament sources from which some of their ideas and 
expressions are taken, it appears that once again the 
primary reference in Jesus’ words is not to the end of the 
world, but to an event in history. He has already said that 
‘the gospel must first be preached to all nations’ (Mark 
13:10). Now he is saying the same thing, but this time using 
a poetic image from the Old Testament: God will soon send 
out his messengers to all nations to gather all his chosen 
people into the kingdom. 


The remaining verses of this part of Mark 13 underline 
the point that everything Jesus has predicted up till now will 
happen in the near future: 


Now learn this lesson from the fig tree: As soon as its 
twigs get tender and its leaves come out, you know 
that summer is near. Even so, when you see these 
things happening, you know that it is near, right at the 
door. | tell you the truth, this generation will certainly 
not pass away until all these things have happened. 
Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will 
never pass away. 

Mark 13:28-31 


When we reach Mark 13:32, however, there can be no doubt 
that Jesus is speaking about events in the more distant 
future. The time is described as ‘that day or hour’, and it is 
generally agreed that the reference is to the second coming 
of Jesus Christ and the end of the world: 


No one knows about that day or hour, not even the 
angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. Be 
on guard! Be alert! You do not know when that time 
will come. 

Mark 13:32-33 


What then does Mark’s version of the discourse about the 
end of the age contribute to our understanding of how Jesus 
thought about Jerusalem and its future? At the very least, 
we can draw three conclusions: 


e Apart from predicting the fall of Jerusalem and the 
destruction of the temple, Jesus was silent about the 
future of the land. 


e Jesus spoke of the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction 
of the temple as an act of divine judgment. 


e Jesus spoke of the events in the coming years 
(including the resurrection, the ascension, and the fall 
of Jerusalem) as a sequence of events by which God 
would vindicate the Son of Man and bring in the 
kingdom of God. 


Luke’s account 

Luke’s version of the part of the discourse dealing with the 
future of Jerusalem is as follows, with some of the unique 
features printed in italics: 


When you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, you 
will know that its desolation is near. Then let those 
who are in Judea flee to the mountains, let those in 
the city get out, and let those in the country not enter 
the city. For this is the time of punishment in 
fulfilment of all that has been written. How dreadful it 
will be in those days for pregnant women and nursing 
mothers! There will be great distress in the land and 
wrath against this people. They will fall by the sword 
and will be taken as prisoners to all the nations. 
Jerusalem will be trampled on by the Gentiles until the 
times of the Gentiles are fulfilled. There will be signs 
in the sun, moon and stars. On the earth, nations will 
be in anguish and perplexity at the roaring and 
tossing of the sea. Men will faint from terror, 
apprehensive of what is coming on the world, for the 
heavenly bodies will be shaken. At that time they will 
see the Son of man coming in a cloud with power and 
great glory. When these things begin to take place, 
stand up and lift up your heads, because your 
redemption is drawing near. 

Luke 21:20-28 


At least four sayings in this version are not found either in 
Mark or in Matthew: 


1. There are several very clear (and presumably deliberate) 
echoes of Isaiah’s prophecy concerning the fall of Babylon 
(Isaiah 13): 


Luke 21 
... Its desolation is near (20) 
... the time of punishment... (22) 
... wrath against this people (23) 
They will fall by the sword (24) 


Isaiah 13 
... to make the land desolate (9) 
... | will punish the world... (11) 
... wrath and fierce anger (9) 
... the wrath of the Lord... his burning anger (13) 
.. all who are caught will fall by the sword... (15) 


2. ‘This is the time of punishment in fulfilment of all that has 
been written’ (Luke 21:22). Jesus here emphasizes what is 
implied in his use of the quotation from Isaiah: the fall of 
Jerusalem is to be seen as an act of divine judgment on the 
city and the people. Moreover, these events are to be seen 
as the fulfilment of ‘a// that has been written’ - in other 
words, presumably all that has been written about 
Jerusalem. 


3. ‘When these things begin to take place, stand up and lift 
up your heads, because your redemption is drawing near’ 
(Luke 21:28). We have already seen the word ‘redemption’ 
in the birth narratives, and noticed that Anna the 
prophetess spoke about Jesus to all who were looking 
forward to ‘the redemption of Jerusalem’ (Luke 2:38). The 


word occurs again in Luke 24:21 where the two disciples 
express their hopes that Jesus was ‘the one who was going 
to redeem Israel’. 

If the quotation about cosmic disturbances is a poetic 
way of speaking about the fall of Jerusalem (Luke 21:25-26), 
and if the words about the coming of the Son of Man with 
power and great glory speak of his vindication through his 
death, resurrection, and ascension and through the coming 
judgment of Jerusalem, then the redemption which Jesus 
speaks about here is not primarily something which will be 
achieved at the end of the world. It must be no different 
from the ‘redemption of Jerusalem’ (Luke 2:38), ‘the 
consolation of Israel’ (Luke 2:25) and the ‘redemption of 
Israel’ (Luke 24:21). In Luke’s thinking, this process of 
redemption was set in motion the moment Jesus was born. 
And this saying of Jesus speaks of the redemption being 
completed in the near future. 


4. ‘Jerusalem will be trampled on by the Gentiles until the 
times of the Gentiles are fulfilled’ (Luke 21:24). Other 
translations of this verse read: ‘Jerusalem will be trampled 
underfoot by Gentiles until the day of the Gentiles has run 
its course’ (Revised English Bible). ‘The heathen will trample 
over Jerusalem until their time is up’ (Today’s English 
Version). 

This verse is often interpreted as a prediction that 
Jerusalem would be under the domination of non-Jews until 
the times of the Gentiles were fulfilled, but after that time, it 
would again come under Jewish rule. Many popular books on 
prophecy not only insist that Jesus was clearly predicting the 
eventual return of Jerusalem to Jewish rule; they also 
conclude that the return of Jerusalem to Jewish rule must be 
regarded as an important sign pointing forward to ‘the last 
days’. They therefore attach great importance to the 


recapture of the Old City of Jerusalem by the Israelis in the 
war of June 1967. 

The main problem with this interpretation is that it reads 
ideas into the text which can hardly be found in the text 
itself. Some sentences using the word ‘until’ do imply 
something about the more distant future. If | say ‘I will go on 
discussing this question with you until | have convinced 
you’, the obvious implication is that when | have convinced 
you, | will stop talking! But there are just as many sentences 
in which it makes no sense to try to draw implications about 
what will happen after the time referred to. For example, 
when God promised Jacob, ‘I will not leave you until | have 
done what | have promised you’ (Genesis 28:15), he could 
hardly mean that he would be with Jacob until he had 
fulfilled his promise, but that after that time he would leave 
him! 

The real key to the interpretation of this verse, however, 
is probably to be found in the Old Testament, where several 
prophets speak of the way God will use foreign nations as 
instruments of judgment on the people of Israel, and will 
then in turn judge these foreign nations. The ‘times of the 
nations (Gentiles)’ that Jesus is referring to, therefore, in the 
words of John Nolland, are 


the period for a judgment upon the gentile nations 
that corresponds to the judgment on Jerusalem: after 
the kairos, ‘time’ of Jerusalem... come the kairoi, 
‘times’ of the nations... The underlying pattern here of 
judgment upon Jerusalem/Judah/Israel followed by 
judgment upon the instruments of their judgment may 
be found in Isaiah 10:12-14; 33; 47; Jeremiah 50-51; 
Daniel 9:26-27 and compare Ezekiel 38; Habakkuk 
1:11 - 2:3.42 


In other words, Jesus sees the coming destruction of 
Jerusalem as a judgment from God, but at the same time 
indicates that his judgment will in due course also fall on the 
Romans who will trample on the holy city of Jerusalem. The 
emphasis in Jesus’ words, therefore, is on the significance of 
the coming destruction of Jerusalem (which will take place in 
the lifetime of many of his hearers) rather than on the 
status of Jerusalem in the more distant future. And if there is 
any hint about this future, it has more to do with Rome and 
the judgment that will eventually fall on the Romans than 
with Jerusalem ceasing to be trampled on by the Gentiles 
and once again coming under Jewish rule. 

Luke’s version of the discourse therefore points to the 
Same conclusions as the discourse in Mark: that Jesus was 
silent about the future of the land; that the fall of Jerusalem 
was to be an act of divine judgment; and that through all 
the events of the coming years God was going to bring in 
his kingdom. 

How then did Jesus understand the significance of 
Jerusalem for his ministry as the Messiah? It was in 
Jerusalem that his death and resurrection would fulfil ‘all 
that is written by the prophets about the Son of Man’. And 
before long the holy city of Jerusalem would be attacked and 
destroyed, simply because its people had failed to recognize 
‘the time of God’s coming’ in the person of the Messiah. 

Like Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel centuries before, Jesus 
spoke of God’s judgment on the people, the temple, and the 
land. But unlike them, he did not tell them that if they 
repented in their exile, God would restore them to their land 
and to the temple. Was this because he assumed that the 
same pattern of exile and return would be repeated all over 
again, and that a return in the twentieth century would play 
just as vital a part in God’s plan for the world as the return 
in the sixth century sc? This explanation seems far from 
convincing. 


The alternative is to understand that when the majority 
of the Jewish people refused to accept Jesus as their 
Messiah, God could no longer deal with them on exactly the 
same basis as he had done before. God’s plan for the Jewish 
people was entering a completely new phase, which 
included people of all races, lands, and cultures within the 
loving purposes of God for the world. 


5.4 The redemption of Israel, the kingdom of Israel, 
and the kingdom of God 


Once again we are indebted to Luke - this time for his vivid 
account of two significant meetings between the risen Jesus 
and his disciples. 


The first is when Jesus appears to the two disciples on the 
road to Emmaus they do not recognize him at first, and start 
describing the events of the past week in Jerusalem leading 
up to his death. They express the extreme disappointment, 
even disillusionment, that they have experienced: 


The things about Jesus of Nazareth, who was a 
prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all 
the people, and how our chief priests and leaders 
handed him over to be condemned to death and 
crucified him. But we had hoped that he was the one 
to redeem Israel. Yes, and besides all this, it is now 
the third day since these things took place. Moreover, 
some women of our group astounded us. They were at 
the tomb early this morning, and when they did not 
find his body there, they came back and told us that 
they had indeed seen a vision of angels who said that 
he was alive. Some of those who were with us went to 
the tomb and found it just as the women had said; but 
they did not see him. 


Luke 24:19-24 (NRSV) 


Jesus, however, does not seem at first sight to show a great 
deal of sympathy for their hopes for the nation of Israel. 
Instead he rebukes them for their dullness and slowness to 
understand the prophets: 


‘How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe 
all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ 
have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?’ 
And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he 
explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures 
concerning himself. 

Luke 24:25-27 (my emphasis) 


One of the surprising things about this reply is that Jesus 
appears to ignore the subject that they are really interested 
in, namely, the redemption of Israel. He simply speaks of 
himself as ‘the Christ’ (i.e. the Messiah, God’s anointed 
agent), and goes on to say why it was necessary for him to 
suffer and die. He then explains everything in the scriptures 
concerning himself - not Israel. 

Was Jesus thinking only of himself? Was he deaf to what 
the two men were saying? Was he talking at cross-purposes 
with them? No! He wanted them to understand that a// that 
the prophets had said about Israel and its redemption had 
been fulfilled in himself. It was not that he did not care 
about their hopes for the nation. Rather he was trying to tell 
them that he had accomplished the redemption of Israel - 
although not in the way they had expected. The redemption 
of Israel had already been carried out through the suffering, 
death, and resurrection of the Christ. 


The second significant meeting between the resurrection 
and the ascension described by Luke is in Acts 1:1-11. We 


are told that Jesus was teaching the disciples ‘about the 
kingdom of God’ (Acts 1:3). When he spoke about the 
coming of the Holy Spirit, they still found it difficult to see 
the connection between Jesus’ concept of the kingdom of 
God and their own ideas of the kingdom of God: 


On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he 
gave them this command: ‘Do not leave Jerusalem, 
but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you 
have heard me speak about. For John baptized with 
water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the 
Holy Spirit.’ So when they met together, they asked 
him, ‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the 
kingdom to Israel?’ 

Acts 1:4-6 


The disciples seem to have had a kind of mental block. Even 
if they accepted and believed all Jesus’ teaching about the 
kingdom of God, they still held on to their Jewish hopes for 
the future of the nation of Israel. They were looking forward 
to the establishment of an independent Jewish state, no 
longer under Roman control. And they assumed that since 
this was a vital part of the establishment of the kingdom of 
God on earth, the resurrection of Jesus provided the unique 
opportunity for this next stage in the unfolding of God’s 
plan: ‘Lord, is this the time at which you are to restore 
sovereignty to Israel?’ (Acts 1:6, Revised English Bible). 
This, however, was Jesus’ reply: 


It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father 
has set by his own authority [verse 7]. But you will 
receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and 
you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea 
and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth [verse 8]. 
Acts 1:7-8 


There are two possible interpretations of this answer, and 
the crucial question we need to decide is: what is the 
connection of thought between verse 7 and verse 8? 

According to the first interpretation, we need to separate 
verses 7 and 8, because there is no vital connection 
between them. Jesus was not challenging the disciples’ idea 
of a restored Jewish state, but only correcting their ideas 
about the time when it would come into being. Jesus was 
saying in effect: ‘A restored, independent Jewish state is 
certainly part of God’s plan for the coming of the kingdom; 
but it will not come into being now and it is not for you to 
know when it will be established.’ Those who accept this 
interpretation often go on to claim that we in our day do 
know something about ‘dates and times’, since we have 
witnessed the establishment of an independent Jewish state 
in Palestine. 

According to the second interpretation, verses 7 and 8 
need to be taken very closely together, because both of 
them are answering the disciples’ question. Jesus was not 
only trying to correct the disciples’ idea about the timing of 
these events (verse 7), he was also trying to correct the 
idea that was implied in the question (verse 8). In his 
commentary on this passage, John Calvin makes the point 
in this way: ‘There are as many mistakes in this question as 
there are words.’22 If this is true, Jesus must have wanted 
his disciples to put to one side the idea of the kingdom that 
they had inherited from their Jewish background, and to 
accept a completely new idea of the kingdom of God. It was 
to be a kingdom that would include anyone from Jerusalem, 
Judea, Samaria, and the ends of the earth who would 
believe the testimony of the apostles. 

It was therefore as if he was saying, ‘I want you to put 
out of your minds once and for all the idea that the 
establishment of a sovereign Jewish state has any special 
significance in the establishment of the kingdom of God. | 


want you to see the kingdom of God in a different light - as 
a kingdom which is spiritual and therefore has nothing to do 
with any piece of land; a kingdom which is international and 
has no connection with any nation or state.’ 

In the words of Peter Walker: 


When he [Luke] records Jesus’ answer to the disciples’ 
agitated question in Acts 1, he almost certainly 
intends us to hear this as meaning, ‘Your 
understanding of restoration is wrong; Israel has been 
restored in my resurrection, and you will be witnesses 
of this fact from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth. 
The restored kingdom of Israel is the world coming 
under the rule of Israel’s true king.’ The throne of 
David is no longer empty, but in accordance with 
God’s promise it has now been occupied by the risen 
Jesus (Acts 2:30-31). Israel’s kingdom has therefore 
been restored through the resurrection of her king - 
the one whom God has made both Lord and Messiah 
(2:36).24 


In the conclusion of his book, The New Testament and the 
People of God, N.T. Wright sums up the hopes of first- 
century Jews in terms of ‘a public event, a great act of 
liberation for Israel’, and concludes that the first Jewish 
Christians believed that these hopes had finally been 
fulfilled in Jesus: 


The early Christians, not least in the writings that 
came to be called the New Testament, looked back to 
an event in and through which, they claimed, Israel’s 
god had done exactly that. On this basis, the New 
Testament, emerging from within this strange would- 
be ‘people of god’, told the story of that people as a 
story rooted in Israel’s past, and designed to continue 


into the world’s future. It repeated the Jewish claim: 
this story concerns not just a god but God. It revised 
the Jewish evidence: the claim is made good, not in 
national liberation, but in the events concerning 
Jesus.” 


5.5 The land in the teaching of the apostles 


Is there anything to suggest that after the ascension of 
Jesus his disciples continued to look forward to a restored 
Jewish state in the land? Given the political situation in first- 
century Palestine, the writers of the New Testament had 
every reason to hope for a national restoration for the 
Jewish people. But did they in fact do so? There is nothing 
whatsoever to suggest that they held on to these hopes. On 
the contrary, we find a great deal of evidence which 
indicates that they grasped the new concept of the kingdom 
of God which Jesus had tried to teach them. This means that 
our ideas of how they understood the meaning of the land 
need not be based simply on an argument about their 
silence concerning the land. 


Peter 

The testimony of Peter is of special value, because he was 
the first of the disciples to realize that there was a 
significant difference between his own typically Jewish idea 
of the ‘Messiah’ and Jesus’ understanding of what the 
Messiah must be and do. 

In the following passage from his first epistle, written 
about thirty years after the death of Jesus, he uses the 
familiar Old Testament word ‘inheritance’ and gives it a new 
meaning: 


Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth 
into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus 


Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can 
never perish, spoil or fade - kept in heaven for you, 
who through faith are shielded by God’s power until 
the coming of the salvation that is ready to be 
revealed in the last time. 

1 Peter 1:3-5 


A first-century Jew would inevitably have associated the 
word ‘inheritance’ with the land, because this is one of the 
main ways in which the word is used all through the Old 
Testament. For example: 


He brought his people out like a flock... 
brought them to the border of his holy land, 

to the hill country his right hand had taken. 
He drove out nations before them 
and allotted their lands to them as an inheritance; 
he settled the tribes of Israel in their homes. 
Psalm 78:52, 54-55 (my emphasis) 


We can be sure that this is the background of the word 
‘inheritance’ in Peter’s mind, because he goes on to 
underline the contrast between the inheritance of the land 
and the inheritance of the Christian believer: the land could 
perish, or be spoiled, whereas the spiritual inheritance of 
the believer cannot perish or be spoiled in any way, because 
it is kept in heaven for all who believe. 

In the following chapter we find a similar example of the 
bold way in which Peter reinterprets Old Testament themes: 
he takes titles that were reserved exclusively for the Jews 
and applies them to all who believe in Christ - whether Jew 
or Gentile: 


You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, a people belonging to God, that you may 


declare the praises of him who called you out of 
darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a 
people, but now you are the people of God; once you 
had not received mercy, but now you have received 
mercy. 

1 Peter 2:9-10 


In these words there is a clear and deliberate echo of the 
words in Exodus 19:6, which define the identity of the 
children of Israel: ‘you will be for me a kingdom of priests 
and a holy nation’. 


The Acts of the Apostles 

It is possible to make out a good case for saying that the 
book of Acts was intended by Luke to be (among other 
things) a counterpart to the book of Joshua in the Old 
Testament. Whereas Joshua describes the gradual conquest 
of the land beginning from Jericho, Acts describes the 
gradual spread of the Christian church beginning from 
Jerusalem. 

The book of Joshua begins with God’s command to enter 
and conquer the land: ‘go in and take possession of the land 
the Lord your God is giving you for your own’ (Joshua 1:11). 
The book of Acts begins with the command of the risen 
Jesus to his disciples to start a different kind of conquest: 
‘you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth’ (Acts 1:8). 

Joshua and the tribes were to possess their allotted 
inheritance by killing its inhabitants ‘with the edge of the 
sword’. In Acts, however, Paul speaks of the word of God as 
the weapon by which Christians are to occupy their 
inheritance: ‘Now | commit you to God and to the word of 
his grace, which can build you up and give you an 
inheritance among all those who are sanctified’ (Acts 
20:32). 


The book of Joshua describes the different stages by 
which the land was conquered - beginning with the capture 
of Jericho and Ai, then going on with the campaigns in the 
south and the north. The book of Acts describes how the 
gospel was first preached in Jerusalem, in Samaria, and then 
in Caesarea to the first Gentile; from Antioch the message 
was taken by Paul into Asia Minor, then to Greece, and 
finally to Rome. 

Both Joshua and Acts describe the many difficulties which 
had to be faced and overcome. Thus the story in Acts of 
Ananias and Sapphira and their deception over the sale of 
their land (Acts 5:1-11) is an exact parallel to the story in 
Joshua of Achan, whose theft and lying held up the advance 
of the whole army (Joshua 7). In Joshua we find repeated 
several times in different forms a formula which describes 
times of peace and consolidation after times of fighting: 
‘then the land had rest from war’ (Joshua 11:23; see also 
14:15; 21:44; 23:1). We find something similar in Acts with 
sentences like ‘then the church... enjoyed a time of peace. It 
was strengthened; and... grew in numbers’ (Acts 9:31). ‘So 
the word of God spread’ (Acts 6:7; see also 2:47; 12:24; 
13:49; 19:20). 

If Luke and the early Christian church thought in terms of 
conquest, they were thinking of the conquest not of the land 
but of the whole world. The only sword that would be used 
for this conquest was the sword of the word of God, which 
would enable those who believed it to possess the 
inheritance that God had promised them. The gospel of 
Jesus was not only for the people in the land, but for all 
nations of the world. ‘Mission to the world’, in the words of 
N.T. Wright, ‘seems to have taken the place held, within 
the Jewish symbolic universe, by the land’.22 


Paul 
The subject of the land is conspicuous by its absence in the 
letters of Paul. He seems to show no interest in the land in 


the purposes of God. Even in a passage in Romans where he 
lists several of the privileges of the Jewish people he makes 
no mention of the land: 


| speak the truth in Christ - | am not lying, my 
conscience confirms it in the Holy Spirit - | have great 
sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For | could 
wish that | myself were cursed and cut off from Christ 
for the sake of my brothers, those of my own race, the 
people of Israel. Theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs 
the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the 
law, the temple worship and the promises. Theirs are 
the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human 
ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, for ever 
praised! Amen. 

Romans 9:15 


The promise of the land was included in the ‘covenants’, 
and the prophecies about the land must have been included 
in ‘the promises’ which he refers to here. But it can hardly 
be an accident that, whereas the land figured prominently in 
the thinking of orthodox Jews at the time, Paul does not 
include the land in his list. Although he writes in Romans 11 
of the glorious future that they can look forward to as a 
people, there is no suggestion that it is associated with the 
land. 

A highly significant clue about the thinking of Paul is 
found earlier in the same letter where he writes: 


It was not through law that Abraham and his offspring 
received the promise that he would be heir of the 
world, but through the righteousness that comes by 
faith. 

Romans 4:13 


Kenneth Bailey has pointed out that Paul is referring here 
to the promise in Genesis that Abraham and his 
descendants would inherit the land, but that in referring to 
this promise he substitutes ‘the world’ (Greek kosmos) for 
‘the land’. He explains Paul’s thinking as follows: 


For Paul, the ‘children of Abraham’ are those Jews and 
Gentiles who through faith in Christ have been made 
righteous. The ‘land’ becomes the ‘world’ (kosmos), 
which is the inheritance of the righteous.24 


In Paul’s thinking, therefore, a// the divine promises in one 
way or another find their fulfilment in Christ. Thus, in writing 
to the Corinthians, he says, ‘no matter how many promises 
God has made, they are “yes” in Christ’ (2 Corinthians 
1:21). 

Similarly, in one of his earliest letters, he describes all 
Christians, both Jews and Gentiles, as ‘Abraham’s seed” and 
therefore inheritors of the promise given to Abraham: 


You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, 
for all of you who were baptized into Christ have been 
clothed with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
Slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus. If you belong to Christ, then you are 
Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise. 
Galatians 3:26-29 


Christians have no difficulty in believing that the promises 
concerning Abraham's descendants, about the covenant 
relationship between God and his people, and about the 
blessing for all people on earth have been fulfilled in and 
through Christ. But what about the promise concerning the 
land? Does it have to be put in a category of its own? Can 
we say that the other three aspects of the covenant have 


been fulfilled in a spiritual way in Christ, while the promise 
about the land must be interpreted /iterally - and that the 
land therefore belongs by a God-given right to Abraham’s 
physical descendants for all time? 

If Paul thought in these terms, it is very strange that he 
does not add any kind of qualification concerning the land. If 
this is what he really meant, one might have expected him 
to say: ‘You are the heirs of the promise given to Abraham - 
except that part of the promise which refers to the land, 
which applies only to the Jews who are the physical 
descendants of Abraham.’ It is difficult to see how he could 
say that all believers are the seed of Abraham and therefore 
inheritors of the promise, but at the same time believe that 
one aspect of the promise does not apply to all believers. 

Later in the same letter he gives an allegorical 
interpretation to the story of Sarah and Hagar, and he draws 
a distinction between the actual city of Jerusalem and ‘the 
heavenly Jerusalem’: 


These things may be taken figuratively, for the 
women represent two covenants. One covenant is 
from Mount Sinai and bears children who are to be 
Slaves: This is Hagar. Now Hagar stands for Mount 
Sinai in Arabia and corresponds to the present city of 
Jerusalem, because she is in slavery with her children. 
But the Jerusalem that is above is free, and she is our 
mother. 

Galatians 4:24-26 


This kind of ‘spiritualizing’ of the Old Testament was not 
strange or new for orthodox Jews. What /s significant, 
however, is that Paul should describe ‘the present city of 
Jerusalem’ as being ‘in slavery with her children’. 
Presumably it was not just because Jerusalem was under 
Roman occupation that he could speak of the city in these 


terms; it must have been because the vast majority of the 
Jewish people had rejected their promised Messiah: 


The Jews... killed the Lord Jesus and the prophets and 
also drove us out. They displease God and are hostile 
to all men in their effort to keep us from speaking to 
the Gentiles so that they may be saved. In this way 
they always heap up their sins to the limit. The wrath 
of God has come upon them at last. 

1 Thessalonians 2:14-16 


If Paul had lived to see Jerusalem regaining its freedom and 
coming under Jewish rule in 135 or 1967, he would no doubt 
have continued to think of Jerusalem as being in slavery 
with all her children. Political freedom for the Jewish people 
had little or nothing to do with the kingdom of God in the 
thinking of Paul. 

At the end of Galatians Paul gives another striking 
example of how the coming of Christ has transformed his 
Jewish attitudes. He takes the name ‘Israel’ and applies it to 
those of all races who have come to recognize Jesus as 
God’s Messiah: 


May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, through which the world has been crucified to 
me and | to the world. Neither circumcision nor 
uncircumcision means anything, what counts is a new 
creation. Peace and mercy to all who follow this rule, 
even to the Israel of God. 

Galatians 6:14-16 (my emphasis) 


If the translation ‘even to the Israel of God’ is correct, it 
would seem that for Paul the name ‘Israel’ is no longer the 
exclusive possession of the physical descendants of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob: ‘The Israel of God’ embraces all 


who have taken up their cross to follow in the footsteps of 
the crucified Messiah. 

It is possible, however, that the sentence can be 
translated ‘and to the Israel of God’ (New English Bible). In 
this case ‘the Israel of God’ must be those among the Jewish 
people who believe in Christ and therefore ‘follow this rule’ 
that Paul had laid down. In view of all that he has already 
said in the same letter, he could hardly still be thinking of 
the whole Jewish people as ‘the Israel of God’. 


The letter to the Hebrews 
This letter was written by an unknown author to Christians 
from a Jewish background. The writer takes up one theme 
after another from the Old Testament and shows how its full 
meaning has been revealed in and through Jesus - in his 
birth, life, death, resurrection, and ascension. 

In chapter 4 he takes the theme of the land, which he 
describes as ‘that rest’ or ‘God’s rest’. It is believers in 
Christ who inherit this kind of rest: 


Therefore, since the promise of entering his rest still 
stands, let us be careful that none of you be found to 
have fallen short of it. For we also have had the 
gospel preached to us, just as they did; but the 
message they heard was of no value to them, 
because those who heard did not combine it with 
faith. Now we who have believed enter that rest... 
Hebrews 4:1-3 (my emphasis) 


In chapter 10 he speaks of Jesus as the fulfilment of the 
sacrificial system in the temple: 


Day after day every priest stands and performs his 
religious duties; again and again he offers the same 
sacrifices, which can never take away sins. But when 


this priest [Jesus] had offered for all time one sacrifice 
for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God. 
Hebrews 10:11-12 


In chapter 11 he speaks of Abraham living in the promised 
land, but looking forward to ‘a better country - a heavenly 
one’: 


By faith he [Abraham] made his home in the promised 
land like a stranger in a foreign country; he lived in 
tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him 
of the same promise. For he was looking forward to 
the city with foundations, whose architect and builder 
is God... People who say such things show that they 
are looking for a country of their own... They were 
longing for a better country - a heavenly one. 
Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, 
for he has prepared a city for them. 

Hebrews 11:9-10, 14, 16 


At the climax of the letter in chapter 12 the writer draws a 
contrast between the literal Mount Sinai where Moses 
received the Law, and ‘Mount Zion... the heavenly 
Jerusalem’: 


You have not come to something that can be touched, 
a blazing fire, and darkness, and gloom, and a 
tempest, and the sound of a trumpet, and a voice 
whose words made the hearers beg that not another 
word be spoken to them... But you have come to 
Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the 
heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in 
festal gathering, and to the assembly of the firstborn 
who are enrolled in heaven, and to God the judge of 
all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, 


and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to 
the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the 
blood of Abel... 

Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that 
cannot be shaken, let us give thanks, by which we 
offer to God an acceptable worship with reverence 
and awe; for indeed our God is a consuming fire 
Hebrews 12:18-19, 22-24, 28-29 (NRSV, my 
emphasis) 


The significance of this passage and of the understanding of 
Hebrews concerning the land and Jerusalem is summed up 
by C.J.H. Wright as follows: 


The only thing the writer says that we do not have is 
‘an enduring city’. Christians have no territorial 
centre, no physical land or place that is the focus of 
faith and worship, because Jesus Christ has taken on 
the full theological and spiritual significance of all that 
land, city and temple had held for Israel and opened 
that significance up to people of all nations. In the 
light of this it seems to me that Christian 
interpretations of Ezekiel which insist that there will 
be a literal and physical fulfilment of his vision by the 
actual building of another temple in Jerusalem, with 
accompanying miraculous transformations in the 
geography of Palestine to enable a river to flow down 
to the Dead Sea, are out of line with the New 
Testament’s own interpretation, which related the 
prophetic hope to its messianic fulfilment in Jesus.22 


Most if not all Christians would believe that the temple and 
its sacrifices have been fulfilled once and for all in Jesus. 
When we have seen their deeper meaning fulfilled in the 
person of Jesus, we no longer expect or want to see a purely 


literal fulfilment. A literal fulfilment of such promises would 
seem rather like lighting a candle when the sun is shining; it 
is no longer necessary! But if this is true for the temple and 
its sacrifices, why can it not also be true for the land? Why 
make it an exception, and insist that unlike other themes, 
everything associated with the land must be interpreted 
literally? 

It is perfectly understandable that Jews should believe 
that the establishment of Israel holds out a hope of survival 
for the Jewish people in a hostile world in the twentieth 
century. And Christians may or may not accept the ideals of 
Zionism. But if we understand how the writer of the letter to 
the Hebrews thought about the land, how can we believe 
that the establishment of a Jewish state in the land is the 
fulfilment of Old Testament hopes and aspirations for the 
land? Now that the Messiah has come, we cannot possibly 
go back! 


5.6 John’s vision of the final fulfilment of the 
covenant 


There is one book in the New Testament more than any 
other which describes the hopes of a Jewish Christian about 
the final fulfilment of the covenant God made with Abraham 
and of all the hopes of Israel: the book of Revelation. It does 
this by describing a series of visions of past, present, and 
future realities. 

If we can assume that John the disciple was the author of 
both the Gospel according to John and the book of 
Revelation, we have the opportunity to see how one writer 
develops Old Testament themes about the land and 
Jerusalem in two books which are very different in character 
from each other. Moreover, the book of Revelation is 
especially important because so much Christian teaching 
about eschatology, the study of ‘the last things’, is based on 
this book (see Section 5.7). 


The following are two examples of how the Gospel of 
John and the book of Revelation take up themes concerning 
the land, Jerusalem, and the temple and give them a 
Christian interpretation: 


The glory of the Lord filling the temple 

Ezekiel’s visions of the temple in the new Jerusalem form 
part of ‘the visions of God’ which he describes to the exiles 
in Babylon (see Section 4.5). In one of these visions he sees 
the glory of God returning to the new temple: 


Then the man brought me to the gate facing east, and 
| saw the glory of the God of Israel coming from the 
east. His voice was like the roar of rushing waters, and 
the land was radiant with his glory... The glory of the 
Lord entered the temple through the gate facing east. 
Then the Spirit lifted me up and brought me into the 
inner court, and the glory of the Lord filled the temple. 
Ezekiel 43:1-5 (my emphasis) 


John in his Gospel records a saying of Jesus in which he 
claimed indirectly to be the fulfilment of all that the temple 
stood for: 


Then the Jews demanded of him, ‘What miraculous 
sign can you show us to prove your authority to do all 
this?’ 

Jesus answered them, ‘Destroy this temple, and | 
will raise it again in three days.’ 

The Jews replied, ‘It has taken forty-six years to 
build this temple, and you are going to raise it in three 
days?’ But the temple he had spoken of was his body. 
John 2:18-21 


In the words of N.T. Wright: 


For Jesus, part of the point of the kingdom he was 
claiming to inaugurate would be that it would bring 
with it all that the temple offered, thereby replacing, 
and making redundant, Israel’s greatest symbol... He 
has in effect replaced the temple with himself.2© 


Once John had seen Jesus in this light, it was only natural 
that he should speak of seeing the glory of God - notina 
restored temple in Jerusalem, but in the face of Jesus: 


The Word became flesh and lived for a while among 
us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and 
only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and 
truth. 

John 1:14 


When we come to the book of Revelation, we find that John 
has developed Ezekiel’s vision of the new Jerusalem and the 
new temple into a picture of the final consummation of 
God's plans for the universe: 


Then | saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first 
heaven and the first earth had passed away, and 
there was no longer any sea. | saw the Holy City, the 
new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, 
prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her 
husband. And | heard a loud voice from the throne 
saying, ‘Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he 
will live with them. They will be his people, and God 
himself will be with them and be their God.’ 

| did not see a temple in the city, because the Lord 
God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple. 
Revelation 21:1-3, 22 


In his Gospel, therefore, John relates Ezekiel’s vision of the 
new temple to the first coming of Jesus Christ: Jesus himself 
is the new temple and the glory of God is revealed through 
him. In Revelation, he relates it to the second coming of 
Christ: he sees ‘a new heaven and a new earth’, which will 
come into being when this world as we know it (‘the first 
earth’) has passed away. The words from the throne indicate 
that what he is seeing in the vision is the final and complete 
fulfilment of the covenant promise made to Abraham: ‘Now 
the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. 
They will be his people, and God himself will be with them 
and be their God.’ 


The river of living water 

This picture is found in three different prophets: Ezekiel, 
Zechariah, and Joel. It occurs first of all in Ezekiel, where it is 
part of his vision of the new temple (see Section 3.5): 


Then he brought me back to the entrance of the 
temple; there, water was flowing from below the 
threshold of the temple toward the east (for the 
temple faced east); and the water was flowing down 
from below the south end of the threshold of the 
temple, south of the altar. Then he brought me out by 
way of the north gate, and led me around on the 
outside to the outer gate that faces toward the east; 
and the water was coming out on the south side. 
Going on eastward with a cord in his hand, the man 
measured one thousand cubits, and then led me 
through the water; and it was ankle-deep... Again he 
measured one thousand, and it was a river that | 
could not cross, for the water had risen; it was deep 
enough to swim in, a river that could not be crossed... 
Then he led me back along the bank of the river. As 
| came back, | saw on the bank of the river a great 
many trees on the one side and on the other. He said 


to me, ‘This water flows toward the eastern region 
and goes down into the Arabah; and when it enters 
the sea, the sea of stagnant waters, the water will 
become fresh. Wherever the river goes, every living 
creature that swarms will live, and there will be very 
many fish, once these waters reach there. It will 
become fresh; and everything will live where the river 
goes... On the banks, on both sides of the river, there 
will grow all kinds of trees for food. Their leaves will 
not wither nor their fruit fail, but they will bear fresh 
fruit every month, because the water for them flows 
from the sanctuary. Their fruit will be for food, and 
their leaves for healing.’ 

Ezekiel 47:1-3, 5-9, 12 (NRSV) 


It seems that the prophets felt free to borrow pictures and 
images from each other - and even sometimes to adapt 
them. Thus when Zechariah takes up the same picture, he 
speaks of water flowing both to the east and to the west: 


On that day living water will flow out from Jerusalem, 
half to the eastern sea and half to the western sea, in 
summer and in winter. The Lord will be king over the 

whole earth. 

Zechariah 14:8-9 


At a later date Joel uses the image as part of his picture of 
the prosperity of the new age when God will establish his 
people in the land: 


In that day the mountains will drip new wine, 
and the hills will flow with milk; 

all the ravines of Judah will run with water. 

A fountain will flow out of the Lord’s house 
and will water the valley of acacias. 


Judah will be inhabited for ever 
and Jerusalem through all generations. 
Joel 3:18, 20 


When this same picture is used by Jesus, the streams of 
living water flow not from the temple, but from every 
individual who believes in him or (according to another 
possible interpretation) from Jesus himself. The words 
‘streams of living water will flow from within him’ in John 
7:38 must be taken from these visions in the prophets, since 
there is no other saying resembling it anywhere else in the 
Old Testament. 


On the last and greatest day of the Feast, Jesus stood 
and said in a loud voice, ‘If a man is thirsty, let him 
come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the 
Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow 
from within him.’ By this he meant the Spirit, whom 
those who believed in him were later to receive. Up to 
that time the Spirit had not been given, since Jesus 
had not yet been glorified. 

John 7:37-39 


The same theme appears once again in John’s vision of ‘a 
new heaven and a new earth’. Here the city from which the 
water is flowing is ‘the Holy City, the new Jerusalem coming 
down out of heaven from God’: 


Then the angel showed me the river of the water of 
life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God 
and of the Lamb down the middle of the great street 
of the city. On each side of the river stood the tree of 
life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding its fruit 
every month. And the leaves of the tree are for the 
healing of the nations. 


Revelation 22:1-2 


The apostle John therefore sees the prophetic vision of the 
river of living water as being fulfilled in two ways: firstly, in 
Jesus’ giving of the Spirit to the believer or in the experience 
of the believer who is filled with the Spirit and is therefore 
able to bring life to others, and secondly in the new heaven 
and new earth. If these were the thoughts that were going 
through John’s mind when he read the visions in Ezekiel, 
Zechariah, and Joel, could he also and at the same time be 
looking forward to the time when a brilliant irrigation 
scheme would be devised to bring water from Jerusalem 
across the desert of Judea and down to the Dead Sea? If in 
John’s mind the earthly city and the earthly temple are 
merely reflections of the reality of heaven, where God 
dwells with his people and is worshipped by them, the 
heavenly city and the heavenly temple realistically replace 
their earthly counterparts. 

These ideas are summed up by N.T. Wright as follows: 


No new temple would replace Herod’s, since the real 
and final replacement was Jesus and his people. No 
intensified Torah would define this community, since 
its sole definition was its Jesus-belief. No Land claimed 
its allegiance, and no Holy City could function for it as 
Jerusalem did for mainline Jews; Land had now been 
transposed into World, and the Holy City was the new 
Jerusalem, which, as some Jewish apocalyptic writers 
had envisaged, would appear, like the horses and 
chariots of fire around Elisha, becoming true on earth 
as it was in heaven.24 


Christians generally believe that the New Testament writers 
give them an authoritative interpretation of the Old 
Testament - or rather, the normative interpretation of the 


Old Testament. This means, for example, that if they want to 
know what the sacrificial system in the temple was all 
about, they look to the writings of the apostles. Since the 
risen Jesus ‘opened their minds so they could understand 
the Scriptures’ (Luke 24:45), Christians can look to their 
writings to find out how Jesus interpreted the Old Testament. 

Christians today do not have the liberty to interpret the 
Old Testament in any way that appeals to them. Everything 
in the Old Testament has to be read through the eyes of the 
apostles. It is they who, so to speak, give us the right 
spectacles for a genuinely Christian reading of the Old 
Testament. 

Therefore if Christians today find that certain details in 
books like Ezekiel appear to fit certain situations in the 
Middle East today, they should resist the temptation to draw 
direct connections with these contemporary events. The 
reason is that since the apostle John has given his 
interpretation of Ezekiel’s visions, this should be seen as the 
normative Christian interpretation of these visions, and not 
only one possible interpretation. Christians do not have the 
liberty to work out from Ezekiel 38 the scenario for a 
Russian invasion of Palestine in contemporary history; or to 
draw a plan of Ezekiel’s temple from chapters 40-47 and 
expect that it will one day be built in Jerusalem; or to draw a 
map of Palestine according to Ezekiel’s division of the land 
in chapter 48 and expect that this will one day be the 
territory occupied by the State of Israel. Christians do not 
have this liberty simply because this is not how the apostle 
John interpreted these visions. 

Our study of the land in the Bible has now brought us full 
circle - back to the point at which we began. What John has 
described in his visions is simply the final and complete 
fulfilment of the covenant God made with Abraham: 


e The promise of the land has now given way to the 
promise of ‘a new heaven and a new earth’ (Revelation 
21:1). 


e The nation which God promised would become great 
and numerous has now become ‘the 144,000 from all 
the tribes of Israel’ (Revelation 7:4). 


e The promise of a special relationship between God and 
his people is fulfilled because now ‘the dwelling of God 
is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his 
people, and God himself will be with them and be their 
God’ (Revelation 21:3). 


e The promise of blessing for all peoples on earth will 
finally be fulfilled in the ‘great multitude that no one 
could count, from every nation, tribe, people and 
language, standing before the throne and in front of the 
Lamb’ (Revelation 7:9). 


With this hope before him, it is no wonder that John should 
end the book with a prayer, which expresses a longing for 
this complete fulfilment, and a blessing: 


Come, Lord Jesus. The grace of the Lord Jesus be with 
God’s people. Amen. 
Revelation 22:20-21 


5.7 The land and the millennium 


Some Christian readers may well be asking at this point: 
why has there been no discussion of ‘the millennium’? How 
is it possible to study biblical teaching about the future (and 
the book of Revelation in particular) without discussing this 
idea, which has been so central for generations in the 
thinking of many Christians? How can we explore the theme 


of the land without reference to the debate about the 
millennium? 

The word ‘millennium’ is used to refer to the period of 
1,000 years described in one of John’s visions in the book of 
Revelation (20:1-6). The passage comes towards the end of 
the book and speaks of how the reign of Christ has severely 
limited Satan’s power, with the result that Christian martyrs 
are able to share Christ’s victory and his reign. The text is as 
follows, with the references to ‘the millennium’ printed in 
italics: 


Then | saw an angel coming down from heaven, 
holding in his hand the key to the bottomless pit and a 
great chain. He seized the dragon, that ancient 
serpent, who is the Devil and Satan, and bound him 
for a thousand years, and threw him into the pit, and 
locked and sealed it over him, so that he would 
deceive the nations no more, until the thousand years 
were ended. After that he must be let out for a little 
while. 

Then | saw thrones, and those seated on them were 
given authority to judge. | also saw the souls of those 
who had been beheaded for their testimony to Jesus 
and for the word of God. They had not worshipped the 
beast or its image and had not received its mark on 
their foreheads or their hands. They came to life and 
reigned with Christ a thousand years. (The rest of the 
dead did not come to life until the thousand years 
were ended.) This is the first resurrection. Blessed and 
holy are those who share in the first resurrection. Over 
these the second death has no power, but they will be 
priests of God and of Christ, and they will reign with 
him a thousand years. 

Revelation 20:1-6 (NRSV) 


The debate about the millennium has centred round the 
following questions: 


e Is the millennium as described in Revelation 20 to be 
understood as a literal period of 1,000 years, which has 
still to come in the future? Or is it to be understood 
symbolically in the context of John’s highly symbolic 
descriptions in his visions as a way of describing some 
other reality? 


e Does the millennium come before or after the second 
coming of Christ? Does the millennium prepare the way 
for the return of Christ, or does the coming of Christ 
inaugurate the millennium? 


e How many other passages in the Bible (e.g. in the Old 
Testament prophets) should be related to the millennial 
rule of Christ? Is it possible to work out any kind of 
chronology to enable us to know in advance about the 
sequence of events leading to the end of the world? 


Out of the different answers given to these questions, three 
main schools of interpretation have been developed 
concerning the millennium: 


e The premillennial position holds that the second coming 
of Christ will take place before the millennium. The 
return of Christ to this world will usher in a literal period 
of 1,000 years in which Christ will reign over the world 
from Jerusalem. 


e The postmillennial position is that the second coming of 
Christ will take place after the millennium. The 1,000 
years represents a period in which Christianity spreads 
throughout the world. At the end of this period of 


gradual conversion and transformation for the better, 
Christ will come once again to the world. 


e The amillennial interpretation is that the 1,000 years in 
the book of Revelation is not to be understood as a 
literal period of 1,000 years, but rather as a symbol 
describing the period of time in which we now live, 
following the victory that Christ has won through his 
death and resurrection. This was John’s way of 
describing what is a present reality - namely the victory 
of Christ in which all Christian believers (and especially 
Christian martyrs) can share. 


It should be evident by now that it is this third position that 
underlies the whole of this book. The issue of the 
millennium is discussed further in a later chapter because it 
plays such an important part in the thinking of 
Dispensationalists (see Section 7.3). At this stage, however, 
it should be sufficient to explain briefly why the study of the 
land in the last two chapters has not been discussed in 
terms of the debate about the millennium: 


e While the premillennial and postmillennial positions are 
widely held in certain churches (especially evangelical 
Protestant denominations), they are not always well 
known or understood outside these traditions. There 
are many Christians of other traditions who want to 
relate the Bible to what is happening in the Middle East, 
but are blissfully ignorant about the different prophetic 
schemes that have been developed within these 
Protestant traditions in the West. 


e Prophetic schemes based on interpretations of the 
millennium in evangelical Protestant churches have 
forced the discussion about biblical prophecy - and the 
Bible as a whole - into a straitjacket. What has 


happened is that an idea which is based initially on only 
one passage in the Bible has been made the basis for 
prophetic schemes which are then used to interpret the 
whole Bible. An interpretation that has been created (at 
least initially) out of interpretations of one difficult 
passage in Revelation has been made into a grid 
through which the whole of the Bible has to be 
interpreted. 


These interpretations appear to many to be 
thoroughly artificial constructions which have been 
imposed on the text and do not arise naturally out of 
it. Since the theme of the land, on the other hand, as 
we have seen, is such a fundamental category for 
understanding the Bible, it seems more appropriate to 
understand the millennium within the framework of a 
biblical understanding of the land than to force its 
teaching about the land into the framework of the 
millennium. 


e In a later chapter (see Section 7.3), we shall see that 
the premillennial position leads in practice to a 
strangely one-sided interpretation of what has been 
happening in the Middle East. The insistence on a literal 
interpretation of everything in the Bible means that 
there can never be any questioning of the assumption 
that the Jewish people have a divine right to the land 
for all time. It is also taken for granted that predictions 
in the prophets about a return of Jews to the land have 
been fulfilled not only in the return from Babylon in the 
sixth century sc, but also in the return to Palestine since 
1880. Many Christians who have been brought up with 
this kind of teaching have found it particularly difficult 
to appreciate or to have any sympathy for the 
Palestinians, although some of them have been forced 


to think again when they have seen how their theology 
expresses itself in human and political terms. 


In case this section, however, should end on a purely 
controversial note, the following paragraphs, written by 
Anthony A. Hoekema, an American theologian, present 
the interpretation of John’s millennium that is most 
consistent with the approach developed in this book. 
According to this understanding, the millennium has nothing 
whatever to do with Jewish sovereignty over the land of 
Palestine. Rather it describes ‘what takes place during the 
entire history of the church, beginning with the first coming 
of Christ’: 


The book of Revelation is full of symbolic numbers. 
Obviously the number ‘thousand’ which is used here 
must not be interpreted in a literal sense. Since the 
number ten signifies completeness, and since a 
thousand is ten to the third power, we may think of 
the expression ‘a thousand years’ as standing for a 
complete period, a very long period of indeterminate 
length... We may conclude that this thousand-year 
period extends from Christ’s first coming to just 
before his second coming... That period... spans the 
entire New Testament dispensation, from the time of 
the first coming of Christ to just before the time of 
Christ’s second coming... 

We can appreciate the significance of this vision 
when we remember that in John’s time the church was 
sorely oppressed and frequently persecuted. It would 
be of great comfort to those believers to know that 
though many of their fellow Christians had died, some 
even having been cruelly executed as martyrs, these 
deceased fellow believers were now actually alive in 
heaven as far as their souls were concerned - living 


and reigning with Christ. This living and reigning with 
Christ, John goes on to say, shall continue throughout 
the thousand years - that is, throughout the entire 
gospel era, until Christ shall come again to raise the 
bodies of these believers from the grave. 

There is no indication in these verses that John is 
describing an earthly millennial reign. The scene... is 
set in heaven. Nothing is said in verses 4-6 about the 
earth, about Palestine as the center of this reign or 
about the Jews. The thousand-year reign of Revelation 
20:4 is a reign with Christ in heaven of the souls of 
believers who have died. This reign is not something 
to be looked for in the future; it is going on now, and 
will be until Christ returns. Hence the term realized 
millennialism is an apt description of the view here 
defended...28 


5.8 Conclusions 


The birth of Jesus the Messiah 

The birth of Jesus is described in the Gospels as the 
fulfilment of the promise made to Abraham and of the hopes 
expressed by the prophets (Section 5.1). 


Jesus and the land 

Jesus seems to be silent about the subject of the land 
because for him the theme of the kingdom of God took the 
place of the theme of the land and everything else 
associated with it in the Old Testament. He used language 
from the Old Testament about the land, the ingathering of 
the exiles to the land, and the redemption or restoration of 
the nation of Israel to describe his own ministry (Section 
5.2). 


Jesus and Jerusalem 


Jesus predicted the destruction of Jerusalem (which took 
place in av 70), and interpreted it as a judgment from God 
for the refusal of the majority to recognize him as Messiah. 
Apart from these predictions, Jesus had nothing to say about 
the future status of the land or of Jerusalem (Section 5.3). 


The redemption of Israel, the kingdom of Israel, and 
the kingdom of God 

Jesus claimed that through his life, death, and resurrection 
he had fulfilled the hopes of the Jewish people and 
accomplished ‘the redemption of Israel’ (Section 5.4). 


The land in the teaching of the apostles 

In contrast to Jewish writers who developed both literal and 
Spiritual interpretations of the land side by side, the New 
Testament writers showed no interest in a literal 
interpretation. Since they were silent about the future of the 
land and at the same time interpreted the concept of the 
land in the light of Jesus and his kingdom, they must have 
believed that this was the only possible interpretation of the 
significance of the land for Christians, whether Jews or 
Gentiles (Section 5.5). 


John’s vision of the final fulfilment of the covenant 
When New Testament writers like John had seen the 
Significance of the land and the nation in the context of the 
kingdom of God which had come into being in Jesus of 
Nazareth, they ceased to look forward to a literal fulfilment 
of Old Testament prophecies of a return to the land anda 
restored Jewish state. The one and only fulfilment of all the 
promises and prophecies was already there before their 
eyes in the person of Jesus. The way they interpreted the 
Old Testament should be the norm for the Christian 
interpretation of the Old Testament today (Section 5.6). 


The land and the millennium 


Instead of forcing biblical teaching about the land into the 
categories suggested by particular interpretations of ‘the 
millennium’, it is more helpful to study the theme of the 
land in the Old and New Testaments as far as possible in its 
own terms. The nature of the book of Revelation and the 
style of John’s writing make it impossible to interpret the 
period of 1,000 years literally or to suggest that it bears any 
relationship to historical events of the past, present, or 
future in Palestine. The millennial debate can easily turn out 
to be a blind alley because it does not help anyone to 
understand the realities of what has actually been 
happening in the land (Section 5.7). 


If it is not appropriate for Christians to interpret the recent 
history of Israel/Palestine in terms of the fulfilment of the 
promise of the land to Abraham and his descendants and 
the prophecies of a return of Jewish exiles to the land, does 
this mean that the Bible has nothing to say about the 
conflict? 

The next chapter (‘Other Biblical Themes’) suggests that 
there are many other ways in which the Bible can shed light 
on the conflict. A number of different themes are developed 
to suggest the relevance of various biblical themes to a 
number of issues in the conflict. 

The question of Christian interpretation of Old Testament 
prophecy is explored in greater detail in Appendix 1, 
‘Principles of Christian Interpretation of Old Testament 
Prophecy’, and Appendix 2, ‘Examples of Christian 
Interpretation of Old Testament Prophecy’. 


CHAPTER 6 


Other Biblical Themes 
‘Is There Any Word from the Lord?’ 


Jeremiah was put into a vaulted cell in a dungeon, 
where he remained a long time. Then King Zedekiah 
sent for him and had him brought to the palace, 
where he asked him privately, ‘Is there any word from 
the Lord?’ 

Jeremiah 37:16-17 


Let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a 
never-failing stream! 
Amos 5:24 


Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness... Blessed are the peacemakers. 
Matthew 5:6, 9 


The religious commitment can best help mankind 
avoid another Holocaust and more tragic memories, 
not by deifying the present state of Israel, but rather 
by insisting that the majestic vision of God in Zion 
must stand in the same rigorous, stern, moral 
judgment of this Zionist state as you demand this 
same God stand in judgment of this nation of yours.+ 
Rabbi Elmer Berger 


Repentance is not merely an act; it is an attitude of 
mind. It is a passion for the truth, an urgent desire to 
know the worst as well as the best, a readiness to 
begin again in a new way, a constantly proceeding 
examination of one’s way of life, and with it all an 
ever remade decision to put right what is wrong.2 
Denys Baly 


6.1 A passion for truth 


Will it ever be possible to find out the truth about what has 
actually happened in the conflict between Jews and 
Palestinians in the land? Each side has its own 
understanding of the events leading up to and following on 
from the establishment of the State of Israel, and frequently 
accuses the other of deliberately concealing or distorting 
the truth. 

Avi Shlaim writes about ‘two distinct national 
narratives’: 


Alongside the political conflict between Israelis and 
Palestinians runs a parallel conflict between two 
distinct national narratives. Only by taking full 
account of these two narratives can we form a true 
picture of the character and dynamics of this tragic 
conflict, and of the prospects for its resolution.2 


Introducing a collection of papers in a book entitled /sraeli 
and Palestinian Narratives of Conflict: History’s Double 
Helix, Robert I. Rotberg writes about the gulf between the 
narratives of the two sides in the conflict: 


History’s Double Helix is an apt metaphor for the 
Israeli Palestinian conflict, and for the way that their 
intertwined reckonings of the past provide fodder and 
direction for the tit-for-tat battles of the intifada and 


its inevitable response. Palestinians and Israelis are 
locked together in struggle, tightly entangled, and 
enveloped by a historical cocoon of growing 
complexity, fundamental disagreement, and 
overriding misperception of motives. Despite decades 
of Israeli revisionist historical reconstruction, and 
revisions of the revisionism, plus important Palestinian 
research, much of the fundamental explaining and 
legitimation of today’s conflict remains as hotly 
contested as it was in 1948 or 1967.4 


He then spells out what might be involved in trying to 
bridge this gulf: 


A greater appreciation of the separate truths that 
drive Palestinians and Israelis could plausibly 
contribute to conflict reduction. Setting out the two 
justifying/rationalizing narratives helps us to 
understand the roots of the conflict and the differently 
distorted prisms that fuel it.... ‘Acknowledgement of 
the past,’ claim Bar-Tal and Salomon, ‘implies at least 
a recognition that there are two (legitimate) 
narratives of the conflict’.... Until each side recognizes 
the validity of the other’s narrative - until conditions 
exist that permit a mutual, cross-national examination 
of the opposing narratives - conditions conducive to a 
reduction of conflict, or to delegitimizing the whole 
quality of the existing conflict, will not emerge.2 


Edward Said recognizes the need for intellectual honesty: 


We need a discourse that is intellectually honest and 
complex enough to deal both with the Palestinian as 
well as the Jewish experience, recognizing where the 
claims of one stop and where the other begin.® 


What would the Old Testament prophets have had to say 
about this need to understand the truth about the past and 
present? The following are examples of prophets who 
challenged their people to face the truth, pointing out the 
terrible consequences for any society that refuses to 
acknowledge the truth about itself. 

Amos describes the reaction of the majority to anyone 
who dares to speak the truth and expose what was wrong: 


You hate the one who reproves in court, 
and despise him who tells the truth. 
Amos 5:10 


Isaiah, speaking to God on behalf of the people, realizes 
that truth and justice go together, so that when there is no 
truth, there can be no justice: 


For our offences are many in your sight, 

and our sins testify against us. 
Our offences are ever with us, 

and we acknowledge our iniquities: 
rebellion and treachery against the Lord, 

turning our backs on our God, 
fomenting oppression and revolt, 

uttering lies our hearts have conceived. 
So justice is driven back, 

and righteousness stands at a distance; 
truth has stumbled in the streets, 

honesty cannot enter, 
Truth is nowhere to be found, 

and whoever shuns evil becomes a prey. 
Isaiah 59:12-15 


Jeremiah speaks of God, in his wrath, having to reject a 
whole generation of the people because ‘truth has 


perished’: 


This is the nation that has not obeyed the Lord its God 
or responded to correction. Truth has perished; it has 
vanished from their lips. Cut off your hair and throw it 
away; take up a lament on the barren heights, for the 
Lord has rejected and abandoned this generation that 
is under his wrath. 

Jeremiah 7:28-29 


‘Friend deceives friend, 

and no one speaks the truth. 

They have taught their tongues to lie; 
they weary themselves with sinning. 

You live in the midst of deception; 
in their deceit they refuse to acknowledge me,’ 
declares 
the Lord. 

Jeremiah 9:5-6 


Zechariah looks forward to a better future for his people, 


and in his vision of the restored Jerusalem, the city is called 
‘The City of Truth’: 


This is what the Lord says: ‘I will return to Zion and 
dwell in Jerusalem. Then Jerusalem will be called The 
City of Truth, and the mountain of the Lord Almighty 
will be called The Holy Mountain.’ 

Zechariah 8:3 


For thus says the Lord of hosts: Just as | purposed to 
bring disaster upon you, when your ancestors 
provoked me to wrath, and | did not relent, says the 
Lord of hosts, so again | have purposed in these days 
to do good to Jerusalem and to the house of Judah; do 


not be afraid. These are the things that you shall do: 
Speak the truth to one another, render in your gates 
judgments that are true and make for peace, do not 
devise evil in your hearts against one another, and 
love no false oath; for all these are things that | hate, 
says the Lord. 

Zechariah 8:14-17 (NRSV) 


How easy has it been in practice for people involved in the 
conflict - whether as participants or spectators - and for 
historians to demonstrate this kind of prophetic passion for 
truth and to understand the truth of what has happened? 

General Carl von Horn, the Swedish commander of the 
UN Truce Supervisory Organization (UNTSO) in Palestine 
from 1951 to 1963, described the difficult task faced by 
UNTSO in trying to remain neutral and objective in the 
conflict. His comments underline the need for knowing the 
truth - the whole truth about what has happened and is still 
happening: 


Our raison d’étre as peacekeepers was objectivity and 
impartiality. Yet these very qualities were exactly 
those which led to hostility. It was understandable; 
time and time again in the course of frank discussions 
with Israeli officers and officials, | had heard them 
openly repudiate the idea of objectivity. Their flat 
statement ‘You are either for or against us’, explained 
why - having dared to be entirely objective - | had 
now been branded as irrevocably ‘against’. | had seen 
it happen many times before from my predecessors 
down to the ordinary observer on the frontiers who, in 
the course of his duty, had incurred Arab or Israeli 
hostility simply because his impartial version had 
been very different from theirs. Even nastier was an 
Israeli tendency immediately to brand objectivity as 


anti-Semitic; a convenient label which could be 
smeared on to any UN soldier whose impartial report 
did not weigh down in favour of the Israelis. 

We had from time to time incurred a certain degree 
of animosity in our dealings with the Arabs, but never 
in the same implacable and frenetic way. The Arab 
could be difficult, intolerant, indeed often impossible; 
but their code of behaviour was on an infinitely higher 
and more civilized level. | think that we all came to 
this conclusion in the UNTSO, which was strange, 
because there was hardly a man among us who had 
not originally arrived in the Holy Land without the 
most positive and sympathetic attitude towards the 
Israelis and their ambitions for their country. 

Never in my life have | encountered a nation with 
such an infinite talent for turning goodwill into 
disillusion and so often disgust. It seemed as though 
the state were possessed of some demon with a 
capacity to turn potential friends into enemies. | am 
certain that | shall be bitterly attacked for setting 
down my impressions so frankly, but unfortunately 
they are the truth. All of us who went to Israel knew 
very little about Arabs, but a great deal about the 
Jews and their appalling sufferings in the Second 
World War. | have never been - and | am not - anti- 
Semitic; | have always numbered Jews among some of 
my closest friends since boyhood. | have good friends 
in Israel, wonderful families who stood by me and 
welcomed me into their homes during the height of 
the boycott. Many of our personnel, too, had close 
friends in the new state long before they came out to 
Jerusalem, and | would think that seldom before have 
the members of any organization - and this was a 
truly international one - started off with such a fund of 
goodwill towards a state which had emerged at the 
cost of such dreadful suffering. 


What went wrong? | always had a talk with staff 
members who were leaving the Mission. Invariably it 
was the same story. Nearly all of them had arrived 
with the honest intention to help both parties to the 
Armistice Agreement, but with a conscious sympathy 
for the people of ‘poor little Israel’. Yet after two or 
three years in daily contact with officials, soldiers and 
private individuals on both sides, there had been a 
remarkable change in their attitude. | found it sad but 
very significant that when | asked them what their 
most negative experiences had been during their 
service with UNTSO the reply was almost invariably: 
‘The consistent cheating and deception of the 
Israelis’.2 


The Quaker Report of 1970, The Search for Peace in the 
Middle East, remains a model of the objectivity required in 
seeking the truth about the past. The authors explained how 
they went about trying to find ‘the most complete truth we 
could understand’: 


Out of our own concern, and with the urging of both 
Jews and Arabs, a group of Quakers began in 1968 the 
exploration of possible approaches to peace in the 
Middle East. As we listened to people in many walks of 
life, and to high officials in Jordan, Israel, Lebanon, the 
United Arab Republic, at the UN, and in various world 
Capitals, we were drawn into an effort to record the 
viewpoints we encountered and to make some 
attempt at assessing the possibilities of finding a 
solution... 

Having listened long and carefully to the many 
viewpoints of the interested parties, we believe we 
have a reasonably clear understanding of those 
viewpoints and how they developed. We have tried to 


hear all of the assorted and contradictory voices as 
the cries of real people overcome by real fears and 
frustrations - and explainable hatreds. We are 
convinced that no solution to the conflict can be found 
until it is possible for the outer world and the 
antagonists themselves, to hear - really hear - what 
the divergent voices are trying to say. No one truly 
interested in eventual peace in the Middle East can 
dismiss any of these voices as manifestations of 
depersonalized evil or demonic unreason... 

We have tried simply to follow the best light we 
could find toward the most complete truth we could 
understand. 


There has been a fierce debate among Israeli historians in 
the last twenty-five years over what actually happened in 
the months before and after the establishment of the State 
of Israel in 1948. One of the earliest of the revisionist 
historians who questioned the widely accepted Israeli 
account of what happened was Simha Flapan. Writing in 
1987, he explains his approach in the introduction to The 
Birth of Israel: Myths and Reality: 


Like most Israelis, | had always been under the 
influence of certain myths that had become accepted 
as historical truths. And since myths are central to the 
creation of structures of thinking and propaganda, 
these myths had been of paramount importance in 
shaping Israeli policy for more than three and a half 
decades. Israel’s myths are located at the core of the 
nation’s self-perception. Even though Israel has the 
most sophisticated army in the region and possesses 
an advanced atomic capability, it continues to regard 
itself in terms of the Holocaust, as the victim of an 
unconquerable, bloodthirsty enemy. Thus whatever 


Israelis do, whatever means we employ to guard our 
gains or to increase them, we justify as last-ditch self- 
defense. We can, therefore, do no wrong. The myths 
of Israel forged during the formation of the state have 
hardened into this impenetrable, and dangerous, 
ideological shield. Yet what emerged from my reading 
was that while it was precisely during the period 
between 1948 and 1952 that most of these myths 
gained credence, the documents at hand not only 
failed to substantiate them, they openly contradicted 
them. 


He then outlines seven of these ‘myths’ and summarizes 
how his own research challenges, if not flatly contradicts 
each one. This is the first of the myths and his response: 


Myth one: Zionist acceptance of the United 
Nations Partition Resolution of November 29, 
1947, was a far-reaching compromise by which 
the Jewish community abandoned the concept 
of a Jewish state in the whole of Palestine and 
recognized the right of the Palestinians to their 
own state. Israel accepted this sacrifice because 
it anticipated the implementation of the 
resolution in peace and cooperation with the 
Palestinians. My research suggests that it was 
actually only a tactical move in an overall strategy. 
This strategy aimed first at thwarting the creation of a 
Palestinian Arab state through a secret agreement 
with Abdallah of Transjordan, whose annexation of the 
territory allocated for a Palestinian state was to be the 
first step in his dream of a Greater Syria. Second, it 
sought to increase the territory assigned by the UN to 
the Jewish state.2 


Another of the revisionist historians of the early period was 
Benny Morris, who wrote his The Birth of the Palestinian 
Refugee Problem, 1947-1949 in 1988, followed in 1999 by 
Righteous Victims: A History of the Zionist-Arab Conflict, 
1881-1999. In an interview with Ari Shavit in Haaretz in 
2004, he acknowledged that the order to expel or ‘transfer’ 
Arabs must have been given by Ben-Gurion himself, but 
went on to say that his mistake was that he expelled too few 
Arabs, and that Israel would not have the problems that it 
has today if Ben-Gurion had carried out a large expulsion 
and cleansed the whole country.’22 Having started as a 
revisionist historian, therefore, he has not drawn the same 
conclusions as other revisionist historians, but has gone 
back to a more traditional Zionist interpretation of the 
history. 

In an article entitled ‘Benny Morris and the Betrayal of 
History’, Avi Shlaim is critical of Morris’s interpretation of 
the more recent history since 2000, and in particular of the 
Camp David and Taba meetings: 


According to Benny, the Palestinian leadership 
rejected ‘the Barak-Clinton peace proposals of July- 
December 2000’. In fact, they rejected Barak’s 
proposals of July and accepted in principle Clinton’s 
proposals of December, as did the Israeli leadership. 
Both sides had their reservations. On Jerusalem, the 
Israeli reservations were more substantial than the 
Palestinian ones. Benny not only conflates two entirely 
separate sets of proposals; he makes no mention of all 
the negotiations at Taba in the last wek of January 
2001. 

At Taba the two teams made considerable progress 
on the basis of the Clinton parameters and came 
closer to an overall agreement than at any other time 
in the history of the conflict. But by this time Clinton 


and Barak were on their way out and Sharon was on 
his way in. During the run-up to the elections, Barak 
hardened his line on Jerusalem. At this critical 
juncture, as so often in the past, the peace process 
was held hostage to internal Israeli politics. With 
Sharon’s election, all the progress made at Taba 
towards a ‘final status’ agreement was rendered null 
and void. A new and grisly chapter in the history of 
the conflict was about to begin. 

Benny’s conclusion follows naturally from his 
deficient and defective account of the history of the 
last decade, and especially of the last two years. His 
conclusion is that the root problem today is the 
Palestinian leadership’s denial of the legitimacy of the 
Jewish state. The conclusion that | draw from my 
version of history is that the root problem today is the 
Jewish state’s continuing occupation of most of the 
Palestinian territories that it captured in June 1967. 

All the neighbouring Arab states, as well as the 
Palestinians, recognize Israel’s right to exist within its 
pre-1967 borders. None of them recognizes the 
legitimacy of the Jewish colonial project beyond the 
Green Line. Nor do I. This is where Benny Morris and | 
part company. His post-conversion interpretation of 
history is old-history with a vengeance. It is 
indistinguishable from the propaganda of the victors. 
He used to have the courage of his convictions. He 
now has the courage of his prejudices.24 


Facing the truth, however, involves more than recognizing 
all the facts of what has happened. It involves also a 
willingness to recognize the truth about ourselves and our 
communities. Denys Baly, writing in 1957, saw this asa 
special problem for Arabs, who have often found it hard to 
hear or to admit the truth about themselves: 


The blindness of the Arab leaders and of the people is 
a fact - an ugly undeniable fact. There have been 
those who have grown rich by the sufferings of their 
countrymen and those who have been content to flee 
to lands where they could live in greater security and 
then pour scorn on the foreign nations for not giving 
that help which they themselves were not prepared to 
give. It cannot be denied, even by the most fervent 
admirer of the Arabs, that they have done nothing like 
as much to help their own people as the Jews have 
done to help theirs, nor can it be denied that their 
politicians have often callously used the misery of the 
refugees as a means to an end; that the very 
existence of the refugees is partly the result of Arab 
misunderstanding of the situation; that the Arabs 
have from time to time encouraged violence and 
hatred and have again and again refused to face self- 
evident facts; and that they have been far too ready 
to blame their unhappiness on anyone but 
themselves. One meets many of the Arab people who 
in private conversation are ready to admit these 
things and are deeply troubled about them. It is true, 
as we found with the Jews, that reasons can be found 
to explain these weaknesses, but reasons do not 
make black white, nor do they convert weakness into 
strength. 


He also suggests what a prophetic passion for truth might 
do to the whole Christian church: 


Repentance is not merely an act; it is an attitude of 
mind. It is a passion for the truth, an urgent desire to 
know the worst as well as the best, a readiness to 
begin again in a new way, a constantly proceeding 


examination of one’s way of life, and with it all an 
ever remade decision to put right what is wrong... 

What is needed there [in the Middle East] almost 
more than anything else is a ruthless intellectual 
honesty which will break every barrier of 
emotionalism, sentiment, tradition and nationality, so 
that at the last people will be found able to question 
their own motives and behaviour. Hardly anywhere 
does it exist, and neither Islam nor the type of 
Judaism which is found in Israel encourage it... Only if 
the Christian Church can regain this passion for truth, 
whatever it may cost, will they begin to see it as a 
way of life.24 


If, therefore, the Bible does not provide an easy way of 
understanding the conflict, at least it underlines the need 
for all concerned to know the truth about what has actually 
happened. One basic precondition in attempting to put right 
the wrongs that have been done in the past is that all the 
parties in the conflict should be willing to face the truth 
about the present and the past for all the parties in the 
conflict - however uncomfortable or damning it may be. 


6.2 The problem of prejudice 


When Mark Twain visited Palestine in 1876 he was critical 
of the books he read that were written by Christians, 
because they reflected the very Protestant sympathies of 
their authors: 


Honest as these men’s intentions may have been, 
they were full of partialities and prejudices, they 
entered the country with their verdicts already 
prepared, and they could no more write 
dispassionately and impartially about it than they 
could about their own wives and children.22 


Is it ever possible, therefore, to own up to our natural bias 
and allow it to be challenged? Even if it cannot be fully 
corrected, is it ever possible that an awareness of our bias 
and prejudice can make us open to reach out to the person 
on the other side with new understanding and sympathy? 

There are at least two passages in the Bible which are 
relevant to the question of prejudice. 


‘Who made me a judge or divider over you?’ 
Luke records a revealing incident in which Jesus was invited 
to intervene in a family dispute: 


Someone in the crowd said to him, ‘Teacher, tell my 
brother to divide the family inheritance with me.’ But 
he said to him, ‘Friend, who set me to be a judge or 
arbitrator over you?’ And he said to them, ‘Take care! 
Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s 
life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.’ 
Luke 12:13-16 (NRSV) 


If this was a simple case of injustice, with the older brother 
refusing to give his younger brother his legitimate share of 
the family property, we might expect Jesus to support the 
younger brother in his demand for justice. This is precisely 
what Jesus did not do. Luke’s account is remarkably brief, 
and we are left wondering if this is all that Jesus said. Did 
he, for example, begin by asking more questions and 
investigating the case in greater detail? Or did he refuse to 
get involved in any way? 

What is clear, however, from this account is that Jesus 
did not immediately take sides. One reason that has been 
suggested for this is that the words of Jesus are an echo of 
the words addressed to Moses by a fellow Hebrew in Exodus 
2:14: ‘Who made you a ruler and judge over us?’ This would 
mean, as N.T. Wright suggests, that ‘Jesus is refusing to 
be, in that sense, a new Moses, one who will parcel out the 


promised land. He has come to bring Israel to her real 
“return from exile”; but, just as this will not underwrite 
Israel’s ethnic aspirations, so it will not reaffirm her 
symbolic, and zealously defended, territorial inheritance and 
possession.’44 

Another possible explanation for Jesus’ reply is that he 
wanted to tackle the deeper issue of covetousness which lay 
beneath the surface: who was doing the coveting? Was it 
the older brother who was holding on to the whole property? 
Or was it the younger brother who, even though he had a 
legitimate right to the property, was motivated primarily by 
selfishness and greed? Again, we do not know. It could have 
been either, or it could have been both. 

A modern version of the same incident might read like 
this: ‘An Israeli in the crowd said to him, “Master, tell my 
Arab neighbours to let me live in peace in the land of my 
fathers...”’ Or it might begin: ‘An Arab in the crowd said to 
him, “Master, tell the Israelis to give us back the land which 
they have taken from us...”’ It is hard to imagine that Jesus 
is not concerned about the rights and wrongs of every 
human situation - not least in the land today. But if he were 
approached in this way, he would probably see more clearly 
than we do the rights and wrongs on both sides (or rather 
on all sides); and before taking sides in any way with one 
group against the other, he would no doubt want to deal 
with some of the underlying issues and attitudes and have 
something to say to every party involved in the conflict. 


‘If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first 
to throw a stone’ 

The story of Jesus’ dealings with the woman taken in 
adultery underlines the need to be careful in passing 
judgment on others. Jesus does not in any way condone the 
woman’s adultery, since it is still described as ‘sin’. There is, 
therefore, no blurring of the moral issue. But he refuses to 
approve of stoning the woman or to condemn her in the 


same tones that his audience expected. He simply says to 
her, ‘Neither do | condemn you... go now and leave your life 
of sin’ John 8:11). 

There is one reason why the Christian church needs to be 
particularly careful about pointing the finger at the Jewish 
people over this issue of the land. Christians today ought to 
blush with shame when they read what some of the greatest 
names in church history have said about the Jews (see 
Section 2.1). They may protest that they themselves have 
no anti-Semitic feelings whatsoever, and that they cannot 
be held responsible for what Christians said and did in the 
past. As far as the Jew is concerned, however, Christians 
today are inevitably identified with them, just as members 
of the same family are identified with each other in the eyes 
of the world. If Christians do not want to forget all the good 
that has been done in the name of Christ, Jews can hardly 
forget all the suffering that Christians have brought to Jews 
in the name of Christ. 

Does this mean that Christians, like those who tried to 
get Jesus to condemn the woman taken in adultery, must 
‘go away one ata time’ (John 8:9)? Or are there ways of 
challenging wrong and helping the wrongdoer that are more 
Christ-like than taking up stones in order to carry out the 
final sentence ourselves? 

If we try to embark on this task, we have to be willing to 
admit with the psalmist, ‘We have sinned, even as our 
fathers did’ (Psalm 106:6), and confess with the prophet 
Isaiah, ‘lam aman of unclean lips, and | live among a 
people of unclean lips’ (Isaiah 6:5). For the message of Jesus 
to all would-be prophets is: ‘First take the plank out of your 
own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck 
from your brother’s eye’ (Matthew 7:5). 

How can this awareness of the danger of prejudice 
contribute to our thinking about the conflict over the land? 

The writers of the Quaker Report explain what it meant 
for them to write about justice in the Middle East: 


Despite our best efforts to treat this issue with 
objectivity and candour and to win the widest possible 
agreement for a peaceful solution, we face these 
realities: 


1. It is impossible to come to a fair and responsible 
judgment on the Arab-Israeli conflict on the basis of 
endorsing the Israeli government position or the 
positions of the Arab governments or of the 
Palestinian Arab organizations. No side has a case so 
right and just that all its past or present actions can 
be defended. 


2. Many on each side will denounce any comment 
which does not support their position on the grounds 
that ‘if you are not for us, you are against us’. 


3. It is impossible to reach an even-handed judgment 
on the basis of some neat compromise. On some 
issues, we believe, the Arabs have been clearly wrong 
and on other issues, the Israelis have been clearly 
wrong. 


They state their conviction that it is possible to be ‘both pro- 
Jewish and pro-Arab’: 


We wish to make clear to all, particularly to our 
countrymen of Jewish and Arab backgrounds, that our 
position is one of concern for both peoples and is 
based on the conviction that the rights and interests 
of both must be recognized and reconciled on some 
just and peaceful basis. We believe that to ignore or to 
deny the essential rights of one group will lead to the 
ultimate destruction of the rights of the other. Peace 
and decent living conditions, if not available to both, 


will be unavailable to either. We firmly believe that it 
is possible to be both pro-Jewish and pro-Arab. And for 
both the essential need is peace.+2 


Denys Baly points out why people who are prejudiced 
cannot do anything to bring about reconciliation: 


The New Testament presents the reconciliation of God 
and man as possible only when there is someone who 
can properly be identified with both God and man... 
Political reconciliation can come about only when 
there are those who struggle earnestly to belong to 
both sides... It is fatally easy in the circumstances of 
increasing polarization to become so vividly aware of 
the sufferings and the injustice done to one side that 
we become wholly identified with them, and see no 
virtue at all in the other side... Certainly it may be 
right to go to the defence of those who seem to be 
the underdogs (though we should beware always of a 
merely emotional and superficial assessment), but our 
concern for the underdog should not prevent us from 
entering fully into the hopes and fears even of those 
who seem to be the oppressors, of struggling to 
comprehend why they are doing what they are 
doing... and think in their terms. To neglect this task is 
utterly to fail to speak the word of reconciliation and 
to betray the cause of Christ. | use the strongest 
words that | know, partly because every effort will be 
made by those who are embroiled in the battle to 
obtain your 100 per cent allegiance and to deny it to 
the other side, and partly also because this is a 
polarized world... A necessary part of the defence 
against the betrayal of Christ is the rejection of 
absolute moral standards as a basis for positive 
political action.2© 


6.3 The demands of the law 


One of the biggest dangers in using the Bible to interpret 
the conflict between Israeli Jews and the Palestinians is the 
selective use of passages that support one particular 
argument. It is easy to appeal to the divine promise to 
Abraham concerning the land and the predictions of a 
return, and to ignore quietly other aspects of its teaching 
about the land. The books of the Torah which contain the 
divine promises concerning the land, however, also contain 
the divine law revealed to Moses. This law constantly 
emphasizes that since God is a God of righteousness and 
justice, he demands and expects that his people will be 
concerned about justice in society. 

Two aspects of this law are particularly relevant to the 
issue of the land in recent history. One concerns the 
seriousness of theft and murder, while the other has to do 
with the treatment of foreigners or aliens in the land. 


‘Thou shalt... thou shalt not...’ 

There are three commandments in particular which may 
need to be spelt out, since we are concerned with rights to 
ownership of the land and all the violence committed by 
those who in recent years have claimed it as their own: 


You shall not murder... 
You Shall not steal... 


You shall not covet your neighbour’s house. You shall 
not covet your neighbour’s wife, or his manservant or 
maidservant, his ox or donkey, or anything that 
belongs to your neighbour. 

Exodus 20:13, 15, 17 


In the Mosaic Law, murder is clearly distinguished from 
manslaughter, and the penalty for murder leaves no doubt 
about the seriousness of this crime: 


Anyone who strikes a man and kills him shall surely be 
put to death. However, if he does not do it 
intentionally, but God lets it happen, he is to flee to a 
place | will designate. But if a man schemes and kills 
another man deliberately, take him away from my 
altar and put him to death. 

Exodus 21:12-14 


One particular form of stealing - stealing land - is strongly 
condemned: 


Do not move your neighbour’s boundary stone set up 
by your predecessors in the inheritance you receive in 
the land the Lord your God is giving you to possess. 
Deuteronomy 19:14 


Cursed is the man who moves his neighbour's 
boundary stone. 
Deuteronomy 27:17 


Some Jews in the last century have been willing to recognize 
the relevance of the Mosaic Law and to be judged by it. 
Chaim Weizmann for example, speaking at the twenty- 
second Zionist Congress in Basle in 1946, spoke of terrorism 
as ‘a cancer in the body politic of Palestinian Jewry’ and 
called for ‘the courage of endurance and the heroism of 
super-human restraint’. When accused of being a 
demagogue he replied: 


If you think of bringing the redemption nearer by un- 
Jewish methods, if you lose faith in hard work and 


better days, then you commit idolatry and endanger 
what we have built. 


He made this admission when speaking to a UN Commission 
of enquiry in 1947: 


In all humbleness, thou shalt not kill has been 
ingrained in us since Mount Sinai. It was inconceivable 
ten years ago that Jews should break this 
commandment. Unfortunately, they are breaking it 
today, and nobody deplores it more than the vast 
majority of the Jews. | hang my head in shame when | 
have to speak of this fact before you.28 


‘Do not oppress an alien’ 

Since the Israelites had so recently come out of slavery in 
Egypt, they were expected to remember what it was like to 
be aliens who were vulnerable and powerless in a foreign 
land. When they entered the promised land and established 
themselves as a nation, they were therefore told not to 
oppress any aliens living in their midst: 


Do not ill-treat an alien or oppress him, for you were 
aliens in Egypt. 
Exodus 22:21 


Do not oppress an alien; you yourselves know how it 
feels to be aliens, because you were aliens in Egypt. 
(Thou shalt not oppress a stranger: for ye know the 
heart of a stranger, seeing ye were strangers in the 
land of Egypt [Authorized Version].) 

Exodus 23:9 


If, as Chaim Weizmann said, ‘the Jewish problem revolves 
fundamentally round the homelessness of the Jewish 


people’, one might have expected that the Jews of all people 
in the twentieth century would ‘know the heart of a 
stranger’. 

How has it happened, therefore, that the Jews in Israel, 
after returning to their land and creating a Jewish state in 
order to escape from oppression elsewhere, have found 
themselves in a position of having to take harsh measures 
to deal with the aliens in their midst? In spite of what the 
constitution says about equal rights for all communities and 
all religions, the Arabs, who have been living in their own 
land, have often had good reason to complain that they 
have not been treated as native-born Israeli Jews. 

One recurring theme in both Jewish and Arab writing 
about the conflict is the apparent inability of many Jews 
coming into the land to recognize or respect the rights of 
Palestinian Arabs. The following are examples of Jews who at 
different stages in the conflict have recognized this problem 
among themselves. 

W. Brunn, a Jew, writing in 1919, points out the irony of 
the situation in which many Jews in Palestine have given the 
Arabs the same kind of treatment from which they 
themselves suffered in Europe: 


We who are suffering persecutions throughout the 
world and who claim all human rights for ourselves 
are going to Palestine reversing the roles.22 


Simha Flapan, writing in Zionism and the Palestinians, one 
of the most extensive studies on the attitudes of Zionists to 
the Palestinians (1979), describes Weizmann’s attitude 
towards the Palestinians all through his life: 


Weizmann’s attitude towards the Palestinians was the 
gravest error of his political leadership, more serious 
than any other because Weizmann did not deviate 


from his attitude for even a brief period. His disdain 
for the Palestinians originated not only in the fact that 
lacking previous contact with them, he was influenced 
by his British advisers. From the very beginning, he 
approached the Palestinians with a prejudice that 
blinded him to the most obvious facts. 

He must have known of the existence of the 
Palestinian people and their opposition to Zionist 
colonization, because as early as 1891, his major 
Spiritual mentor and close associate, Ahad Ha’am, had 
warned of major Arab resistance to Jewish 
immigration and settlement. Ahad Ha’am had no 
solution to the problem, but urged that at least it be 
taken seriously. To lessen the conflict, he suggested 
prudent behaviour, just treatment and respect for 
Arab customs and culture. Weizmann followed Ahad 
Ha’am’s guidance in his relations with all Arabs except 
the Palestinians; with regard to them he listened to 
Aaron Aaronsohn, who viewed the Palestinians as 
backward, treacherous and corrupt. 


He sums up the effects of Weizmann’s ‘non-recognition of 
the Palestinians’: 


Weizmann was sincere in his desire for a just solution 
to the conflict with the Palestinians. But his non- 
recognition of the Palestinians as a national entity 
could not but lead to a policy of injustice... 
Unfortunately, Weizmann’s legacy in this most vital 
aspect of Jewish-Arab relations has had a more lasting 
impact than any other. The Palestinians were never 
regarded as an integral part of the country for whom 
long-term plans had to be made, either in the 
Mandatory period or since the establishment of the 
state. This explains why the Palestinian problem has 


remained at the heart of the Israeli-Arab conflict until 
the present day... 

Non-recognition of the Palestinians remains until 
the present the basic tenet of Israel’s policy-makers 
who, like the Zionist leadership before 1948, nurture 
the illusion that the Palestinian national problem 
disappeared with the creation of the state of Jordan, 
leaving only the residual humanitarian problem of the 
refugees to be solved. 

The war of 1948 was deemed to have vindicated 
the policy of non-recognition of the Palestinians; on 
the surface, the Palestinian people, dispersed as 
refugees all over the Middle East, had ceased to exist, 
and only the conflict between Israel and the Arab 
states remained unresolved. 

Nearly 30 years had to pass before it became clear 
that the 1948 war did not liquidate the national 
problem of the Palestinians, but only aggravated and 
complicated it, changing some of its aspects and 
adding new ones, coming to resemble the problem of 
the Jews dispersed throughout the world, which the 
Zionist movement proposed to solve by ‘ingathering 
of the exiles’.22 


David Ben-Gurion spelt out very clearly how he 
understood the status of the Arabs in a Jewish state: 


Israel is the country of the Jews and only of the Jews. 
Every Arab who lives there has the same rights as any 
minority citizen in any country of that world, but we 
must admit the fact that he lives in a Jewish country.22 


Golda Meir went to the extent of denying the existence of 
the Palestinian people: 


It was not as though there was a Palestinian people in 
Palestine considering itself as a Palestinian people and 
we came and threw them out and took their country 
away from them. They did not exist.24 


Samuel Katz dismissed claims about the existence of the 
Palestinian Arabs as a people: 


There was never a ‘Palestinian Arab’ nation. To the 
Arab people as a whole, no such entity as Palestine 
existed. To those of them who lived in its 
neighbourhood, its lands were a suitable object for 
plunder and destruction. Those few who lived within 
its bounds may have had an affinity for their village 
(and made war on the next village), for their clan 
(which fought for the right of local tax-gathering) or 
even for their own town. They were not conscious of 
any relationship to a land, and even the townsmen 
would have heard of its existence as a land, if they 
heard of it at all, only from such Jews as they might 
meet... 

The feeling of so many nineteenth-century visitors 
that the country had been waiting for the return of its 
lawful inhabitants was made the more significant by 
the shallowness of the Arab imprint on the country...22 


Menachem Begin, former leader of the /rgun and Prime 
Minister from 1977 to 1983: 


In our country there is only room for Jews.24 


Dr Nahum Goldmann, a leader in the Zionist movement 
from the 1940s, recognized the vital importance of the Arab 
problem for the Jewish state. This is what he wrote in his 
autobiography in 1970: 


One of the great oversights in the history of Zionism is 
that when the Jewish homeland in Palestine was 
founded, sufficient attention was not paid to relations 
with the Arabs. Of course, there were always a few 
Zionist speakers and thinkers who stressed them... 
And the ideological and political leaders of the Zionist 
movement always emphasized - sincerely and 
earnestly, it seems to me - that the Jewish national 
home must be established in peace and harmony with 
the Arabs. Unfortunately these convictions remained 
in the realm of theory and were not carried over, to 
any great extent, into actual Zionist practice. Even 
Theodor Herzl’s brilliantly simple formulation of the 
Jewish question as basically a transportation problem 
of ‘moving people without a home into a land without 
a people’ is tinged with disquieting blindness to the 
Arab claim to Palestine. Palestine was not a land 
without people even in Herzl’s time; it was inhabited 
by hundreds of thousands of Arabs, who in the course 
of events, could sooner or later have achieved 
independent statehood, either alone or as a unit with 
a larger Arab context.22 


Anton La Guardia sums up the problem that the 
Palestinians have presented to Israel: 


The hostility to Palestinians can best be explained as a 
hatred bred by fear. It is not just what the Palestinians 
do that troubles Israel, but who they are - Palestinians 
- people, a people, who lay claim to the same piece of 
land as the Jews. A weak people who refused to 
disappear, just as the Jews were not wiped out by 
history. Israel fears the challenge which Palestinians 
pose to its moral legitimacy, fears losing the exclusive 
claim to suffering and fears that Israel will, in turn, be 


forced to recognize the tragedy it inflicted on the 
Palestinians. It is a fear of the ghosts of the past. It is 
a fear that the dead body of Palestine will reappear 
decades after the murder, or manslaughter, 
depending on one’s view of history.2& 


Jews coming to the land since 1880 have been confronted 
with ‘aliens’ in the form of Palestinian Arabs. Among those 
who were aware of the words of the Mosaic Law ‘do not 
oppress an alien’, some may have sincerely tried to obey 
them, while others have no doubt dismissed them as 
hopelessly idealistic in the hard world of modern Palestine. 

Since Palestinians have been living in the land for 
centuries, they find it particularly hard to be thought of by 
Jews in Israel as being in the same category as the ‘aliens’ 
of the Old Testament. But perhaps they would not mind so 
much if they felt that the Jews had treated them in the way 
that the Mosaic Law required aliens to be treated. 

If Jews and others make no connection between the State 
of Israel today and Old Testament scripture, they can 
certainly protest if the world seems to judge Israel by 
different standards. But the stronger the appeal that Jews 
make to the Torah, the stronger must be the insistence that 
they can, and should, be judged by the moral teaching of 
this same Torah. The more both Jews and Christians appeal 
to the Old Testament to demonstrate Jewish connections 
with the land, the more they are asking to be judged by the 
moral law contained in these same scriptures. 

The words of Chaim Weizmann, therefore, written in his 
autobiography, Trial and Error, in 1949, begin to sound 
frighteningly prophetic in the light of the recent escalation 
of the conflict: 


| am certain the world will judge the Jewish state by 
how it will treat the Arabs.24 


6.4 The prophetic concern for justice 


Is the God of the Bible concerned about justice? How does 
he respond to injustice? Is he working according to a 
predetermined plan, which he will implement in detail, 
however people behave? 

Many of the popular Christian books about the 
interpretation of Old Testament prophecy assume that since 
the land belongs to the Jews, and since the return of Jews to 
the land and the establishment of the State of Israel are so 
obviously the fulfilment of what is predicted in the Bible, 
there is no need to enter into the rights and wrongs of all 
that has been done. The land belongs to them by right, and 
God predicted a return long ago, and now it has happened - 
so it must be the will of God! Since this is what God planned 
and wanted to happen, there is no need to ask questions 
about how it happened. 

Derek Prince, for example, is clearly aware of questions 
about injustice, but puts these on one side in his discussion 
of the Bible’s teaching. He says that nothing can compare 
with the suffering of the Jews in the Holocaust, and refers to 
his own personal experience of suffering: 


Many claims have been made that injustice has 
resulted from Israel being restored to their own land. 
Even some sincere Christians hold this point of view. 
The Bible is emphatic, however, that God is incapable 
of injustice... From our earthly point of view, it is hard 
to discern the pattern which God is weaving. Often it 
all seems jumbled and meaningless. But when we are 
able to see it from heaven's perspective, we agree 
with Moses: ‘His work is perfect, and all his ways are 
just.’ 

This is not to deny that, on the human level, there 
have been acts of injustice perpetrated by the various 
parties involved in the return of Israel to their land. 


There has also been great suffering on the parts of 
many people. Of all the parties involved, however, 
none have suffered as much as the Jews. After six 
million had perished in the Holocaust, a tiny remnant 
have had to face more than 40 years of life-and-death 
struggle for survival in their own land. | myself have 
experienced at first hand at least some small measure 
of both the injustice and the suffering that 
accompanied the rebirth of the State of Israel.2® 


One of the problems in interpreting Old Testament prophecy 
in this way is that it seems to ignore a major aspect of the 
teaching of the prophets. In concentrating on the predictive 
element in prophecy, it passes over all the moral judgments 
that the prophets made about the attitudes and actions of 
their people. The prophets were not simply speaking about 
the future, describing how God was going to act in their 
affairs, but addressing their people about the present and 
the past. 

The following are examples of prophets who spoke out 
about things that were wrong in the society around them, 
condemning what they knew to be inconsistent with the law 
of God. 


‘You are the man!’ 

The Law of Moses very easily became a dead letter if there 
was no one around who could interpret and apply it both to 
individuals and to the community. When David arranged for 
Uriah the Hittite to be killed in battle and then took his wife 
Bathsheba for himself, it cannot have been because he did 
not know the commandments ‘you shall not murder’ and 
‘you shall not commit adultery’. He simply did not see his 
actions in terms of murder and adultery - until the prophet 
Nathan told the parable about the rich man stealing the 
poor man’s lamb, and then pointed his finger at him with 
the words ‘You are the man!’ (2 Samuel 12:1-7). 


‘Have you murdered a man and seized his property?’ 
The prophet Elijah made several predictions about the 
future (for example, concerning the drought, 1 Kings 17:1); 
but there was more to his ministry than mere prediction. 

King Ahab no doubt had many good reasons for trying to 
obtain possession of the vineyard belonging to Naboth, 
which adjoined his own property. His first attempt to acquire 
the vineyard was perfectly fair and above-board: 


‘Let me have your vineyard to use for a vegetable 
garden, since it is so close to my palace. In exchange | 
will give you a better vineyard, or, if you prefer, | will 
pay you whatever it is worth.’ 

1 Kings 21:2 


The vineyard, however, was worth more to Naboth than its 
cash value because it was part of his family’s inheritance, 
and he refused to sell it: 


‘The Lord forbid that | should give you the inheritance 
of my fathers.’ 
1 Kings 21:3 


Urged on by Jezebel, his wife, Ahab then resorted to deceit 
and finally to violence: 


The men of his city, the elders and the nobles who 
lived in his city, did as Jezebel had sent word to them. 
Just as it was written in the letters that she had sent 
to them, they proclaimed a fast and seated Naboth at 
the head of the assembly. The two scoundrels came in 
and sat opposite him; and the scoundrels brought a 
charge against Naboth, in the presence of the people, 
saying, ‘Naboth cursed God and the king.’ So they 
took him outside the city, and stoned him to death. 


Then they sent to Jezebel, saying, ‘Naboth has been 
stoned; he is dead...’ As soon as Ahab heard that 
Naboth was dead, Ahab set out to go down to the 
vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite, to take possession 
of it. 

1 Kings 21:11-14, 16 (NRSV) 


The sequel to the story indicates the seriousness of Ahab’s 
crimes in the eyes of God: 


Then the word of the Lord came to Elijah the Tishbite: 
‘Go down to meet Ahab king of Israel, who rules in 
Samaria. He is now in Naboth’s vineyard, where he 
has gone to take possession of it. Say to him, “This is 
what the Lord says: Have you not murdered a man 
and seized his property?” Then say to him, “This is 
what the Lord says: In the place where dogs licked up 
Naboth’s blood, dogs will lick up your blood - yes, 
yours!” 

1 Kings 21:17-19 


This story is especially relevant to this conflict since, in the 
words of Naim Ateek, ‘the death and dispossession of 
Naboth and his family has been re-enacted thousands of 
times since the creation of the State of Israel’. His words 
have particular authority, since his book, Justice and Only 
Justice, begins with a detailed account of how he and his 
family were dispossessed of their family home in Beisan 
(Beth Shean) twenty miles south of the Lake of Galilee in 
May 1948.22 

It is not just Palestinian Arabs, however, who speak in 
these terms. The writings of many Jews amount to an 
admission that there have been many ‘Naboth’s vineyards’ 
in Palestine since 1880. 


Max Nordau, a prominent Zionist leader, on hearing for 
the first time that there was an Arab population in Palestine, 
ran to Herzl crying: 


| did not know that; but then we are committing an 
injustice 22 


Moshe Dayan: 


Jewish villages were built in the place of Arab villages. 
You don’t even know the names of these Arab villages, 
and I don’t blame you, because these geography 
books no longer exist. Not only do the books not exist, 
the Arab villages are not there either. Nahalal 
(Dayan’s own village) arose in the place of Mahlul, 
Gvat (a kibbutz) in the place of Jibta, Sarid (another 
kibbutz) in the place of Haneifa, and Kfar-Yehoshua in 
the place of Tel-Shaman. There is not one single place 
built in this country that did not have a former Arab 
population.24 


Nathan Chofshi, a Russian Jew, and contemporary of David 
Ben-Gurion: 


If Rabbi Kaplan (an American Zionist rabbi) really 
wanted to know what happened, we old Jewish 
settlers in Palestine who witnessed the flight could tell 
him how and in what manner we, Jews, forced the 
Arabs to leave cities and villages. In the last analysis, 
these are the bare facts which strike our eyes: here 
was a people who lived on its own land for 1,300 
years. We came and turned the native Arabs into 
tragic refugees. And still we dare to slander and 
malign them, to besmirch their name. Instead of being 
deeply ashamed of what we did and of trying to undo 


some of the evil we committed by helping these 
unfortunate refugees, we justify our terrible acts and 
even attempt to glorify them.24 


Martin Buber, writing to the Speaker of the Knesset, 7 
March 1953: 


We know well... that in numerous cases land is 
expropriated not on grounds of security, but for other 
reasons, such as expansion of existing settlements, 
etc. These grounds do not justify a Jewish legislative 
body in placing the seizure of land under the 
protection of the law. In some densely populated 
villages, two thirds and even more of the land have 
been seized.23 


‘Filled... with the Spirit of the Lord... to declare to 
Jacob his transgression’ 

When the prophet Amos started denouncing the crimes of 
one foreign nation after another, the people of Judah and 
Israel must have felt confident, if not complacent, since they 
were innocent of the catalogue of crimes for which their 
neighbours were going to be punished (Amos 1:1 - 2:3). But 
before long they discovered that the severest judgment was 
reserved for themselves, because of their special 
relationship with God. Religious observance is meaningless 
in an unjust society: 


You only have | chosen 

of all the families of the earth; 
therefore | will punish you 

for all your sins. 
Amos 3:2 


Making moral judgments about the life of the nation was 
therefore just as much a part of the prophetic ministry as 
making predictions about the future. 


| hate, | despise your religious feasts 
| cannot stand your assemblies... 

But let justice roll on like a river, 
righteousness like a never-failing stream! 


Amos 5:21, 24 


Micah had something to say about the distant future: 


In the last days 
the mountain of the Lord’s temple will be established 


as chief among the mountains; 
it will be raised above the hills, 

and peoples will stream to it. 
Micah 4:1 


But he also believed he was called to expose the sins of his 
people: 


But as for me, | am filled with power, 
with the Spirit of the Lord, 
and with justice and might, 

to declare to Jacob his transgression, 
to Israel his sin. 

Micah 3:8 


Isaiah condemned his own people, the southern kingdom of 
Judah, because ‘justice is far from us’: 


See, the Lord’s hand is not too short to save, 


nor his ear too dull to hear.. 
Rather, your iniquities have been barriers 


between you and your God, 
and your sins have hidden his face from you 
so that he does not hear. 
For your hands are defiled with blood, 
and your fingers with iniquity; 
your lips have spoken lies, 
your tongue mutters wickedness. 
No one brings suit justly, 
no one goes to law honestly; 
they rely on empty pleas, they speak lies, 
conceiving mischief and begetting iniquity... 
Their works are works of iniquity, 
and deeds of violence are in their hands. 
Their feet run to evil, 
and they rush to shed innocent blood; 
their thoughts are thoughts of iniquity, 
desolation and destruction are in their highways. 
The way of peace they do not know, 
and there is no justice in their paths. 
Their roads they have made crooked; 
no one who walks in them knows peace. 


Therefore justice is far from us, 

and righteousness does not reach us... 
We wait for justice, but there is none; 

for salvation, but it is far from us. 
Isaiah 59:1-4, 6-9, 11 (NRSV) 


Those who appeal to the Old Testament to support Jewish 
claims to the land ought at the very least to be willing to 
take seriously what the prophets had to say about the 
practice of justice in the land. While biblical teaching about 
justice may be relevant to every part in the conflict, it is 
specially significant for Jews because their claim to the land 
is so intimately bound up with the Old Testament. While 


some Jews attach no authority to the Bible, many others 
have not only appealed to the Old Testament in general 
terms, but have been willing for Israel to be judged by a 
biblical understanding of justice. 

Chaim Weizmann, for example, expressed his 
willingness for the whole Zionist programme to be judged in 
the light of the law and the prophets. Speaking to fellow 
Jews in the 1940s, he said: 


If you wish to secure your redemption through 
means... which do not accord with Jewish morality, 
with Jewish ethics or Jewish history, | say to you that 
you are worshipping false gods... Go and read Isaiah, 
Jeremiah and Ezekiel, and test that which we do and 
wish to do with the light of the teachings of our 
greatest prophets and wise men. They knew the 
nature and character of the Jewish people. Zion will be 
redeemed through righteousness, and not by any 
other means.24 


Israel’s Declaration of Independence makes no 
reference to the name of God, but recognizes the relevance 
of the Old Testament prophets to the life of the nation: 


[The State] will promote the development of the 
country for the benefit of all its inhabitants; will be 
based on the principles of liberty, justice and peace as 
conceived by the Prophets of Israel; will uphold the 
full social and political equality of all its citizens, 
without distinction of religion, race, or sex; will 
guarantee freedom of religion, conscience, education 
and culture.22 


Yitzhak Epstein, writing in 1907: 


When we enter our land we must rid ourselves of all 
thoughts of conquest and uprooting. Our watchword 
must be: live and let live! God forbid that we should 
harm any people, much less a great people whose 
hatred is most dangerous to us. 

What follows from all this is that, when we come to 
buy lands in Eretz Israel, we must thoroughly check 
whose land it is, who works it, and what the rights of 
the latter are, and we must not complete the 
purchase until we are certain that no one will be 
worse off. In this way we will have to forswear most 
cultivated land. What is left for us, therefore, in our 
land? Here we reach the critical question to which all 
the other important questions are secondary: how can 
we establish ourselves in Eretz Israel without sinning 
against justice and without harming anyone? 

An answer to this question of questions can be 
found in a basic principle that we must place before 
ourselves in everything as a guideline for our 
undertakings in Eretz Israel: we come to our land to 
take possession of what is not already possessed by 
others, to find what others have not found, to reveal 
for our benefit and for the happiness of all the 
inhabitants the hidden wealth under its soil and the 
concealed blessing in its skies and sun...2© 


Martin Buber was constantly challenging his fellow Jews 
about their methods. His concerns are summed up by 
Jacqueline Rose: 


Then, as now, the issue was justice. As early as 1932, 
Buber had offered his warning to a Zionism that would 
achieve its aims ‘at any price’: ‘It may however be 
characteristic of Zion that it cannot be built “with 


every possible means,” but only bemishpat (Isaiah 
1:27), only “with justice”.’34 


Rabbi Elmer Berger, an American Jew speaking to a 
Christian audience, said he believed that God must be 
allowed to stand in judgment, through his prophetic word, 
on every nation, including Israel. If critical voices from 
outside the Jewish community can be easily ignored, it 
should not be so easy to ignore such voices from within 
which challenge Zionism in the light of the Law and the 
Prophets: 


Measured by any of the rigorous, covenanted criteria 
of the Prophetic tradition, the state of Israel is not ‘the 
temple of the Lord’. Those who credit it with such 
sanctity, in my opinion, perform a disservice to the 
great, spiritual tradition we share. They do no lasting 
good, even in the world of realistic politics, to either 
the state of Israel itself or - more importantly - to the 
people who live there. And these two considerations, | 
think, are strong motivations in your country. For | 
believe | understand the particular poignancy with 
which the people of Holland recall those savage days 
of nearly three decades ago and | also understand, at 
least in part, the fundamental orientation of the 
religious commitment of perhaps a majority of the 
people of this country. Together with most of the 
people of the world, | share the tragic memory and | 
respect the religious commitment. But | earnestly 
suggest that the religious commitment can best help 
mankind avoid another Holocaust and more tragic 
memories, not by deifying the present state of Israel, 
but rather by insisting that the majestic vision of God 
in Zion must stand in the same rigorous, stern, moral 
judgment of this Zionist state as you demand this 


Same God stand in judgment of this nation of yours, or 
as | demand - to the best of my powers - He stands in 
judgment of my own country.22 


Do these Jewish voices help to explain why the rest of the 
world has every right to appeal to a biblical understanding 
of justice? 


6.5 God’s judgment in history 


The writers of the Old Testament expressed their belief that 
God is in control of history by saying ‘the Lord is king’ (e.g. 
Psalm 97:1; 99:1; Zechariah 14:9). This meant for them that 
God is at work in the processes of history, not only in what 
happens to individuals but also to whole communities and 
nations. In reflecting on what was happening around them, 
they were trying to make connections, to see patterns and 
trace cause and effect. They believed that God is at work in 
all that happens, even in the apparent injustices of history. 
They were sustained by the conviction that because God is 
holy and righteous, he is concerned about rights and wrongs 
in the life of any nation, and irreconcilably opposed to all 
that is evil. This is what is meant by the concept of ‘the 
wrath of God’, an idea that is explained in this way by 
Stephen Neill: 


The best way to understand the doctrine of the wrath 
of God is to consider the alternatives. The alternative 
is not love, since rightly considered, love and wrath 
are only the obverse and reverse of the same thing... 
The alternative to wrath is neutrality - neutrality in 
the conflict of the world... To live in such a world 
would be a nightmare. It is only the doctrine of the 
wrath of God, of his irreconcilable hostility to all evil, 
which makes human life tolerable in such a world as 
ours.22 


Here are two examples of prophets who tried to understand 
how God might be at work not only in individuals but also in 
whole societies and nations. 


‘Woe to the Assyrian, the rod of my anger’ 

It cannot have been pleasant for the people of Judah to be 
told by the prophet Isaiah that God was about to use a 
foreign power, Assyria, aS an instrument of judgment to 
punish them for their disobedience to the Law: 


The Lord will bring on you and on your people and on 
the house of your father a time unlike any since 
Ephraim broke away from Judah - he will bring the 
king of Assyria... 

In that day the Lord will use a razor hired from 
beyond the River - the king of Assyria - to shave your 
head and the hair of your legs, and to take off your 
beards also... 

Isaiah 7:17, 20 


Before long, however, says Isaiah, the Assyrians themselves 
will be ready for judgment. For even while being used by 
God as an instrument of judgment on the people of Judah, 
they will provoke the judgment of God through their pride 
and arrogance, and through their excessive violence in war: 


Woe to the Assyrian, the rod of my anger, 

in whose hand is the club of my wrath! 
| send him against a godless nation, 

| despatch him against a people who anger me, 
to seize loot and snatch plunder, 

and to trample them down like mud in the streets. 
But this is not what he intends, 

this is not what he has in mind; 
his purpose is to destroy, 

to put an end to many nations. 


‘Are not my commanders all kings?’ he says... 
Isaiah 10:5-8 


When the Lord has finished all his work against Mount 
Zion and Jerusalem, he will say, ‘I will punish the king 
of Assyria for the wilful pride of his heart and the 
haughty look in his eyes.’ For he says: 


‘By the strength of my hand | have done this, 

and by my wisdom, because | have understanding. 
| removed the boundaries of nations, 

| plundered their treasures; 

like a mighty one | subdued their kings.’ 

Isaiah 10:12-13 


O my people who live in Zion, 
do not be afraid of the Assyrians, 
who beat you with a rod 
and lift up a club against you, as Egypt did. 
Very soon my anger against you will end 
and my wrath will be directed to their destructions. 
Isaiah 10:24-25 


Instead of trying to identify who ‘the Assyrians’ might stand 
for in the present scenario in the Middle East, we might 
notice that this passage provides one more example of the 
way that the prophets, when they spoke about future 
events, were not simply interested in the prediction of 
events. If all Isaiah had to do was to foretell the invasion of 
the Assyrians, he could no doubt have sat back with some 
complacency when he saw his predictions coming true. This 
is what God predicted - and look! It is happening before our 
eyes! 

But the prophet had a much keener moral sense than 
this. He realized that being used by God as an instrument of 


judgment against the people of Judah did not mean that the 
Assyrians were exempt from God’s judgment. If a listener 
had asked Isaiah ‘is the Assyrian invasion “of God”?’ he 
would certainly have answered that it was ‘of God’ - but 
that this did not mean that the Assyrians had carte blanche 
from God to act however they liked. Assyria had to pay the 
price at a later stage for overstepping the mark. 

In the mind of the prophet, therefore, no individual and 
no nation is ever immune from judgment just because it is 
being used by God in a particular way at a particular stage 
of history. There can never be any exemption from 
responsibility and accountability before God. 

Denys Baly, writing in 1957, suggested how the ‘double 
judgment’ described by Isaiah in this passage may have 
been working itself out in the twentieth century with the 
Jews and Arabs: 


When we turn to consider what the events of the past 
forty years have meant to the people of the Middle 
East themselves, we see the double judgment of 
which Isaiah spoke. Only those whose enthusiasm for 
the Arab cause has blinded them to the facts should 
fail to take account of the tragic weakness of the 
Arabs. Their complacency, their certainty that they 
are the people and that wisdom will die with them, 
their rigidity, their high-sounding words, their inability 
to combine, the lack of courage of most of them save 
the Bedouin - these are the weaknesses which have 
put them at the mercy of Israel. Three things have 
been given to the Arab world at once: independence, 
the stimulus of new and exciting ideas and the 
possibility of quite overwhelming wealth, and with 
them at the same time has come the necessity of 
decision. The question is now what they will do with 
all these gifts. Will those in power use the new wealth 


for their own aggrandizement or for the benefit of the 
people? Will Egypt use her position of power for the 
benefit or the control of the other Arab nations? Will 
they struggle to overcome their past history in the 
face of the need for unity? Will the oil-countries 
consider their riches as something to be kept entirely 
within their own borders? Are the refugees always to 
remain a pawn in the game? These are the kind of 
questions of which the judgment is made, and the 
presence of Israel is the spur. Had there been no 
Israel, the questions would have come less sharply 
and the need for unity have been made less apparent. 
No one can deny the troubles of the Arabs. The West 
has not treated them fairly, not even with so much as 
common courtesy, but that is not now the question for 
them. Their crisis is now to Know whether any of their 
own number will arise to tell them their own 
shortcomings, and, bluntly, whether they would rather 
listen to him or shoot him. 

We must not, however, make the mistake of 
believing that the chastisement of Arab follies means 
that Israel is therefore justified. It is the tragedy of 
Israel that she has found no peace, and no peace is 
likely to be granted to her for a long time. She has 
gathered in those who were afraid, and they are afraid 
still. The security they longed for most earnestly is the 
thing which is still beyond their reach, the crock of 
gold at the rainbow’s end.42 


‘Why do you make me look on injustice?’ 

When we read the sickening story of the violence which 
began with the first clashes between Jews and Arabs, we 
can understand the complaints about the Babylonians which 
Habakkuk addressed to God: 


How long, O Lord, must | call for help, 
but you do not listen? 
Or cry out to you ‘Violence!’ 
but you do not save? 
Why do you make me look at injustice? 
Why do you tolerate wrong? 
Destruction and violence are before me; 
there is strife, and conflict abounds. 
Therefore the law is paralysed, 
and justice never prevails. 
The wicked hem in the righteous, 
so that justice is perverted. 
Habakkuk 1:2-4 


O Lord, are you not from everlasting? 
My God, my Holy One, we will not die. 

O Lord, you have appointed them to execute 
judgment; 

O Rock, you have ordained them to punish. 

Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; 
you cannot tolerate wrong. 

Why then do you tolerate the treacherous? 
Why are you silent while the wicked 
swallow up those more righteous than themselves? 

Habakkuk 1:12-13 


In his answer, God assures the prophet that he is not turning 
a blind eye to injustice, and that the Babylonians will be 
judged for all the crimes they are committing: 


Look at the proud! 

Their spirit is not right in them, 

but the righteous live by their faith. 
Moreover, wealth is treacherous; 

the arrogant do not endure. 


They open their throats wide as Sheol; 
like Death they never have enough. 
They gather all nations for themselves, 
and collect all peoples as their own. 


Shall not everyone taunt such people and, with 
mocking riddles, 
say about them, 

‘Alas for you who heap up what is not your own!’ 
How long will you load yourselves with goods taken 
in pledge? 

Will not your own creditors suddenly rise, 
and those who make you tremble wake up? 

Then you will be booty for them. 

Because you have plundered many nations, 
all that survive of the peoples shall plunder you - 

because of human bloodshed, and violence to the 
earth, 
to cities and all who live in them. 


‘Alas for you who build a town by bloodshed, 
and found a city on iniquity!’ 
Is it not from the Lord of hosts 
that peoples labour only to feed the flames, 
and nations weary themselves for nothing? 
But the earth will be filled 
with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, 
as the waters cover the sea. 


‘Alas for you who make your neighbours drink, 
pouring out your wrath until they are drunk, 
in order to gaze on their nakedness!’ 

You will be sated with contempt instead of glory. 
Drink, you yourself, and stagger! 


The cup in the Lord’s right hand 


will come around to you, 
and shame will come upon your glory! 


For the violence done to Lebanon will overwhelm you; 


the destruction of the animals will terrify you - 


because of human bloodshed and violence to the 


earth, 
to cities and all who live in them. 


Habakkuk 2:4-8, 12-17 (NRSV) 


Are there any ways of relating the words of the prophet 
Habakkuk to the attitudes and actions of the different 
parties in the conflict over the land? 


Would we not have to say that the Christian churches 
have ‘humiliated and disgraced’ (Habakkuk 2:15, 
Today’s English Version) their Jewish neighbours over 
many centuries? 


When European societies in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries allowed ideas developed during the 
Enlightenment to encourage anti-Semitism, were they 
not like those in the prophet’s time who ‘plotted the 
ruin of many peoples’ (2:10)? 


Would we not have to admit that Western powers have 
been as ‘greedy as the grave’ (2:5) and have 
‘plundered many nations’ (2:8)? 


If Habakkuk were living today would he have to say that 
the Irgun and the Haganah ‘shed man’s blood’ (2:8, 17) 
and ‘built a city with bloodshed’ (2:12)? 


Would he in the same breath speak about the fedayeen 
and the Islamic suicide bombers of Hamas as people 
who have ‘shed man’s blood’ (2:8, 17) in their 


desperate attempt to resist Zionism and to win back 
their land? 


e Have some of the leaders of the Zionist movement over 
the years been trying to build ‘a realm by unjust gain to 
set its nest on high, to escape the clutches of ruin’ 
(2:9)? 


e Would the prophet want to say that the Arab countries 
which have used their oil wealth as a political weapon 
have made themselves ‘wealthy by extortion’ (2:6)? 


e Is there a sense in which any imperial power of the past 
or present - whether the Ottomans, Britain, France, the 
USA, or Iran - which desires to preserve its power and 
influence in the world, in the words of the prophet, 
‘gathers to himself all nations and takes captive all the 
nations’ (2:5)? 


Is it too dangerous to make connections of this kind 
between the words of an Old Testament prophet and the 
attitudes and actions of individuals and nations in recent 
history? Does it depend too much on the subjective 
judgment of individuals who are bound to be influenced by 
their prejudices in relating the text of scripture to what has 
happened? Or is there a sense in which the words of the 
prophet give us at least a sense that since the God who is at 
work in history is a holy God, there must be some process of 
judgment (and also of redemption) that is being worked out 
before our eyes, even when we cannot discern it in detail? 


6.6 Suffering injustice 


The Jews look back to the Dispersion, the ghettos, the 
pogroms, and the Holocaust. The Arabs look back to their 
oppression under the Turks, the broken promises of the 
Western powers, the establishment of the State of Israel in 


1948, the traumatic defeat of 1967, and the continuing 
occupation. Both know the meaning of the word ‘suffering’ 
and ‘injustice’. 

The Quaker Report reminds us that the Middle East 
problem arises out of the sufferings of both the Jews and the 
Arabs, and out of their attempts to free themselves from 
oppression: 


The Jews and the Arabs are ancient and long-suffering 
peoples, and their sufferings continue. Both have 
been cruelly dealt with by peoples of other cultures, 
and both are still subject to manipulation by forces 
beyond their control. Both are distrustful of other 
peoples and of each other, as they seek to establish 
their own identity, their right to respect, freedom and 
national self-development. 

It is one of the great ironies of history that the roots 
of the present Arab-Jewish struggle should have 
grown, not in a poisoned soil of ancient mutual 
animosities, but in the mistreatment each has 
received at the hands of others. The Jews and the 
Arabs are Semitic cousins, share cultural traits and 
traditions, and through long centuries lived in relative 
peace with one another even during periods when 
Jews were subject to sustained persecution by the 
Christian West... 

The intensified struggle of Jews and Arabs has 
come since the end of the First World War and most 
intensely since the end of the Second World War, as 
the two peoples, in their own ways, finally sought to 
put an end to persecution and to their common status 
as subject peoples - and ran head on into each other. 

Zionism, the most dynamic force of nineteenth- 
century Jewish nationalism, burst upon the world 
scene just as Arab nationalism was beginning to rise 


from the dying Turkish empire. These simultaneously 
emerging nationalisms, unfortunately, were destined 
to fight for possession of the same territory in the 
Holy Land of Palestine.44 


Anton La Guardia points out that both Jews and Arabs 
have been slow to recognize each other’s suffering: 


For the past half-century of the Israel-Arab dispute, 
each side has minimized, ignored or distorted the 
other side’s pain to deny its right to exist as a people. 
In the struggle for Palestine, Israelis and Palestinians 
have not only fought over who has the oldest claim to 
the land, but have also argued over who has suffered 
the most... 

The political architecture of peace, no matter how 
carefully the future borders are laid out, no matter 
how carefully the leaders finesse the questions of 
settlements and Jerusalem, no matter how much 
money the world pledges to support the ‘peace 
process’, cannot be complete without each side 
recognizing the other’s agony, and abandoning the 
notion that it alone is the victim of history.44 


Does the Bible have anything to say to people who suffer 
injustice? Does it encourage them to continue to fight, 
whatever the cost to themselves or others? Does it allow us 
to do something evil ourselves in order to overcome evil? Or 
does it call for an acceptance of suffering? 

Part of Isaiah’s answer to the awareness of injustice in 
his own nation and in other nations is the conviction that 
God will one day punish evildoers: 


The Lord saw it, and it displeased him 
that there was no justice. 


He saw that there was no one, 
and was appalled that there was no one to 
intervene 

so his own arm brought him victory 
and his righteousness upheld him. 

He put on righteousness like a breastplate, 
and a helmet of salvation on his head; 

he put on garments of vengeance for clothing, 
and wrapped himself in fury as in a mantle. 

According to their deeds, so will he repay; 
wrath to his adversaries, requital to his enemies; 
to the coastlands he will render requital. 

Isaiah 59:15-18 (NRSV) 


In his vision of the future reign of God, the figure described 
as ‘the Servant of the Lord’ plays a special role in bringing 
‘justice to the nations’: 


Here is my servant, whom | uphold, 
my chosen, in whom my soul delights; 
| have put my spirit upon him; 
he will bring forth justice to the nations. 
He will not cry or lift up his voice, 
or make it heard in the street; 
a bruised reed he will not break, 
and a dimly burning wick he will not quench; 
he will faithfully bring forth justice. 
He will not grow faint or be crushed 
until he has established justice in the earth; 
and the coastlands wait for his teaching. 
Isaiah 42:1-4 (NRSV) 


But when we ask how the Servant of the Lord is to establish 
justice on earth, the answer given is not the one we might 
have expected. Instead of dealing with injustice by force, 


and punishing evildoers, the Servant himself suffers 
injustice. Although he is totally innocent, and is not suffering 
for any wrong that he has done, he submits to all the 
injustice that is done to him: 


He was oppressed and afflicted, 
yet he did not open his mouth; 
he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, 
and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, 
so he did not open his mouth. 
By oppression and judgment, he was taken away. 
And who can speak of his descendants, 
For he was cut off from the land of the living; 
for the transgression of my people he was stricken. 
He was assigned a grave with the wicked, 
and with the rich in his death, 
though he had done no violence, 
nor was any deceit in his mouth. 
Isaiah 53:7-9 


By accepting injustice and bearing undeserved suffering, he 
is in Some mysterious way bearing the suffering and guilt of 
the whole people: 


Surely he took up our infirmities 
and carried our sorrows, 

yet we considered him stricken by God, 
smitten by him, and afflicted. 


But he was pierced for our transgressions, 
he was crushed for our iniquities; 

the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, 
and by his wounds we are healed. 

We all, like sheep, have gone astray, 
each of us has turned to his own way; 


and the Lord has laid on him 
the iniquity of us all. 
Isaiah 53:4-6 


In Isaiah’s picture of the Suffering Servant we find many of 
the same elements that make up the conflict that we are 
studying: rejection, sorrow, suffering, wounds, 
transgressions, oppression, violence, and deceit. Could it 
therefore have anything to say about situations where it 
seems that it is impossible for every part in a conflict to see 
justice done? 

Here in the Old Testament we find a principle that 
judgment and condemnation are not the only answer to 
injustice. Evil cannot always be overcome by the 
punishment of evildoers. Sometimes the way to overcome 
injustice is to suffer it. The divine answer to evil sometimes 
involves suffering. The Suffering Servant actually overcomes 
evil by the way he responds to it. By enduring undeserved 
suffering, he takes on himself the sins of others. He bears 
their sins, and instead of cursing those who have wronged 
him, he prays for them. 

In thinking about the conflict between Jews and Arabs, 
Denys Baly points out the need to examine slogans like ‘a 
just and durable peace’, since it is never going to be 
possible for everyone to feel that justice has been done: 


No peace can now be just. That is the lamentable fact, 
for whatever we do now will be unjust to somebody. If 
we confirm the Israeli immigrants in their homes, we 
Shall be unjust to the Arab refugees, whose homes 
they once were, and who desperately long to return to 
them. If, however, we insist that justice shall be done 
to the Arabs, we shall be unjust to the Israeli 
immigrants, who cannot be held responsible for an 
exodus which took place before they set foot in the 


country... There are those on every side, it is true, 
who demand that justice be done to them and never 
mind about the others. But it is not this that ‘justice’ 
means. 

The Middle East is admittedly not peculiar in this, 
for in any problem area of the world, in Kashmir, in 
South Africa, in Germany, in Indochina and in North 
Africa, the issues have become so complex, and so 
much unrighted wrong has been done, that justice is 
no longer feasible. To pretend that it is is to make any 
forward step impossible, because if we have 
proclaimed that justice is our purpose, then we shall 
unfailingly be condemned for the inevitable injustice, 
and we shall have added to the number of those who 
feel themselves to be betrayed.42 


Many of those who experience injustice are determined 
never to give in and to fight with all their powers to the very 
end to overturn the injustice. For others, however, there 
may come a point when they cease to fight the injustice and 
begin to accept that the evil will never be overcome. They 
have not been overcome by the evil, but simply recognize 
that they cannot live for ever with anger, resentment, and a 
desire for revenge. Does this amount to an acceptance of 
injustice, and is it a sign of weakness and surrender? 

This may be the point at which we look again at the 
figure of the Suffering Servant in Isaiah and notice how this 
picture is interpreted in the New Testament. At one level, 
this can be seen simply as a poetic expression of the value 
of vicarious suffering. In the original context, the figure of 
the Servant stands either for the whole people of Israel or 
for the prophet himself. But Christians believe that this 
picture finds its supreme fulfilment in the person of Jesus of 
Nazareth, who, instead of calling down the judgment of God 
on those who condemned him unjustly, was willing to suffer 


the injustice. He is the supreme example of the Servant who 
was ‘despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and 
familiar with suffering’ (Isaiah 53:3). 

Since Christians believe that this picture of the Suffering 
Servant finds its most perfect embodiment in the person of 
Jesus, the challenge to them is to see how they can follow in 
his footsteps when they face injustice and evil. They will of 
course seek redress (but not revenge); they will of course 
seek protection from the law in one way or another, and 
appeal to the consciences of others. But whether or not they 
succeed, they will refuse to give in to bitterness and 
despair, or take up the same weapons as their enemies, 
because they have the example of one who endured 
suffering that he did not deserve, committing his cause to 
God and praying for those who crucified him. 

Naim Ateek sums up what is likely to be a fundamental 
attitude in the minds of Middle Eastern Christians: 


The fundamental Christian attitude toward conflict 
and war familiar to the Christians in the Middle East is 
that of Jesus - the way of nonviolence... the only way 
of life that really makes sense to Eastern Christians is 
the way of Jesus.“4 


Similarly Denys Baly makes the point that reconciliation 
begins to be possible only when someone is willing to 
accept injustice. For Christians such an attitude can be 
inspired only by the spirit of Jesus: 


In a situation where justice is no longer possible, 
reconciliation can come only if some men accept 
injustice. There is no other way. But the very thought 
of it is abhorrent, for whatever else men are ready to 
forgo, justice, it would seem, is a permanent demand. 
This is, in fact, the root of nationalism. Only those in 


whom Christ lives can see the need to demand justice 
always for the other side and to accept injustice for 
themselves.42 


6.7 Rethinking and repentance through disaster 


It is generally agreed that during the period of Nazi power in 
Germany and Eastern Europe 6 million Jews were murdered 
in the Holocaust, the Shoah. Their only crime was that they 
happened to be Jews, and if Hitler had won the war hardly a 
single Jew would have survived in Europe. Rabbi Norman 
Solomon describes the Holocaust as ‘the most terrible 
event in history’.4© 

Palestinian Arabs look back to the events of 1948 and 
1949 and the founding of the State of Israel as ‘The 
Catastrophe’ or ‘The Disaster’ (nakbah). ‘One need not 
equate the two miseries,’ says Anton La Guardia. ‘The 
extermination of the Shoah belongs to a different universe 
of evil to the dispossession of Palestinians in the Nakbah. 
For all the awful things that happened in the decades of 
conflict, the Jews did not gas the Palestinians. Yet the two 
tragedies are inextricably entwined. They are part of the 
same mosaic of conflict over Palestine. If the Jews were 
victims of the Nazis, the Palestinians are in many ways the 
victims of the victims.’44 

How have Jews responded to the Shoah? How have 
Palestinians responded to the nakbah and all the disasters 
that have followed since then? And does the Bible shed any 
light on how a people responds to national disaster? 

There is one book in the Bible, the book of 
Lamentations, which expresses the response of the people 
of Jerusalem to a national disaster, a response which 
involved profound rethinking and repentance. This short 
book, traditionally attributed to the prophet Jeremiah, was 
written some time after the Jews had witnessed the 


destruction of Jerusalem in 587 sc at the hands of the 
Babylonian army. According to tradition it was recited by the 
community in the remains of the temple in the following 
years. It has for many centuries held a special place in 
Jewish liturgical tradition, being read annually on the day 
commemorating the destruction of the temple (i.e. the Fast 
of the Ninth Ab). 

What is specially significant about the way this prophet 
responds to the disaster? Firstly, instead of pouring out his 
anger on his enemies, the Babylonians, he is willing to ask 
the question: why has God allowed all this to happen? He 
points to particular leaders in the community who bear a 
large measure of responsibility for what has happened: 


The visions of your prophets 
were false and worthless; 
they did not expose your sin 
to ward off your captivity. 
The oracles they gave you 
were false and misleading. 
Lamentations 2:14 


It happened because of the sins of her prophets 
and the iniquities of her priests, 

who shed within her 
the blood of the righteous. 

Lamentations 4:13 


He also realizes that the people are reaping the 
consequences of the attitudes and actions of previous 
generations: 


Our fathers sinned and are no more, 
and we bear their punishment. 
Lamentations 5:7 


He admits that God has only done what he warned he would 
do if they did not repent: 


The Lord has done what he planned; 
he has fulfilled his word, 
which he decreed long ago. 
Lamentations 2:17 


He therefore encourages the people to examine themselves 
and turn to God in sincere repentance. 

Secondly, the writer recognizes that there is a difference 
between suffering that is deserved (that is, suffering that 
comes as a judgment from God) and suffering that is 
undeserved. This means that if he and his people are willing 
to admit their share of responsibility and guilt for what has 
happened, they can then submit to God’s heavy hand of 
judgment, knowing that he punishes only because he loves. 
When they have submitted to suffering that is deserved, 
they can begin to learn the secret of enduring suffering that 
is not deserved. In the midst of his suffering, therefore, he 
can overcome his feelings of despair, and face the future 
with hope and confidence. 

These two themes are woven together in one key 
passage at the heart of the book: 


The thought of my affliction and my homelessness 
is wormwood and gall! 

My soul continually thinks of it 
and is bowed down within me. 

But this | call to mind, 
and therefore | have hope: 


The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, 
his mercies never come to an end; 
they are new every morning; 


great is your faithfulness. 
‘The Lord is my portion,’ says my soul, 
‘therefore | will hope in him.’ 


The Lord is good to those who wait for him, 
to the soul that seeks him. 

It is good that one should wait quietly 
for the salvation of the Lord. 

It is good for one to bear 
the yoke in youth, 

to sit alone in silence 
when the Lord has imposed it, 

to put one’s mouth to the dust 
(there may yet be hope), 

to give one’s cheek to the smiter, 
and be filled with insults. 


For the Lord will not 
reject forever. 
Although he causes grief, he will have compassion 
according to the abundance of his steadfast love; 
for he does not willingly afflict 
or grieve anyone. 


When all the prisoners of the land 
are crushed under foot, 

when human rights are perverted 
in the presence of the Most High, 

when one’s case is subverted 
- does the Lord not see it? 


Who can command and have it done, 
if the Lord has not ordained it? 

Is it not from the mouth of the Most High 
that good and bad come? 


Why should any who draw breath complain 
about the punishment of their sins? 


Let us test and examine our ways, 
and return to the Lord. 
Let us lift up our hearts as well as our hands 
to God in heaven. 
We have transgressed and rebelled, 
and you have not forgiven. 
Lamentations 3:19-42 (NRSV) 


If this is the kind of rethinking that followed after the 
destruction of Jerusalem in 536 sc, what kind of rethinking 
has there been among Jews following the Holocaust? In an 
address entitled Jewish Responses to the Holocaust Rabbi 
Norman Solomon acknowledges that for some ‘after 
Auschwitz the metaphysical capacity is paralysed’, but 
expresses his own conviction ‘that some sort of talk is 
possible about the Holocaust’.48 Some Jews lost their faith in 
God, while others continued to trust in God in spite of what 
they witnessed and suffered. As someone scrawled on a wall 
in Auschwitz before perishing, ‘I believe in the sun even 
when it is not shining. | believe in God even when he is 
silent.’ 

Summarizing the main types of what is called ‘Jewish 
Holocaust Theology’, Solomon describes traditional 
responses based on the teaching of traditional Jewish law 
and theology. One rabbi in a ghetto in Kovno in Lithuania, 
for example, wrote that ‘despite our physical capacity, we 
were more obligated than ever to recite the blessing [of the 
name of God] to show our enemies that as a people we 
were spiritually free.’ The response of many ordinary 
believers is summed up by Solomon in this way: 


‘It is clear beyond all doubt that the blessed Holy One 
is the ruler of the universe, and we must accept the 
judgment with love.’ These words of the Hungarian 
Rabbi Shmuel David Ungar exactly expresses the 
simple faith of those who entered the gas chambers 
with Ani Ma’min (‘lI believe’) or Shema Israel (‘Hear, O 
Israel’) on their lips. What was happening defied their 
understanding, but their faith triumphed over evil and 
they were ready, in the traditional phrase, to ‘sanctify 
the name of God’ - kiddush Hashem. Hence it is 
normal among Jews to refer to those who perished 
under the Nazis as kedoshim, ‘holy ones, saints’.42 


Some theologians tried to explain their suffering as ‘God’s 
punishment for Jewish sin’, while most have found 
traditional answers of this kind to the problem of evil to be 
inadequate to explain the appalling suffering of the 
Holocaust. Others were able to ‘rationalize the destruction 
of part of the people of Israel as part of God’s redemptive 
process, leading ultimately to Israel’s restoration, whether 
or not in terms of the land’.22 One response was to see the 
suffering in the context of God’s love (‘suffering is... 
received as a token of God’s special concern for Israel’), 
while another was to interpret both the Shoah and the strife 
Surrounding the emergence of the State of Israel as ‘birth 
pangs of the Messiah’. 

A major section of Solomon's address summarizes the 
challenge to Christians which arises out of the Holocaust: 


Jews tend to view the Shoah as the culmination of 
their degradation and persecution at the hand of 
Christians. They see Christians by and large as 
persecutors, with a relatively small number as victims 
and an even smaller number showing the least 
concern for Jewish victims. Since the Holocaust, Jews 


have ceased to take the moral credibility of the 
Church seriously. 

The voice of the Shoah was the voice of the pagan 
Hitler, but the hands that implemented it were the 
hands of ordinary Christians... 

Ninety per cent of Germans before the war, and in 
all probability an even larger proportion of Poles, 
attended Church weekly. Did the sermons they heard 
outspokenly condemn the demonic anti-Christ Hitler? 
By no means. First of all, in his early writings and 
speeches Hitler, seeking the support of the masses, 
spoke overtly Christian language. ‘Hence | believe 
that | am acting in accordance with the will of the 
Almighty Creator: by defending myself against the 
Jew, | am fighting for the word of the Lord.’ His attacks 
on Jews and Judaism were consciously expressed in 
the language of traditional Christian anti-Semitism, 
and the infamous laws of Nuremberg consciously 
modelled on the legislation of the mediaeval Church. 
It was the Church that had instigated trade 
restrictions against the Jews... It was the Church that 
sewed into the fabric of Western culture the images 
and stereotypes of the Jew that allowed so many of its 
faithful sons to accept without demur the alienation 
and vilification of the Jew preached by Hitler. For it 
was the Church whose gospel concerning the Jews 
was, as Jules Isaac called it, /’enseignment du mépris, 
the teaching of contempt. Hitler’s /udenhass was not 
significantly greater than that of Luther - and it has 
taken all the courage of the post-Holocaust Lutheran 
Church to repudiate that aspect of the ‘Great 
Reformer’s’ teaching.24 


Naim Ateek, as a Palestinian Christian priest, recognizes 
that acknowledging the Holocaust is a major part of the 


change in attitudes that is called for among Palestinians: 


The Palestinians need to become conscious of and 
sensitive to the horror of the Holocaust, Nazi 
Germany’s attempt to exterminate the Jews. Granted, 
the Holocaust was not a Middle Eastern phenomenon, 
and the Palestinians had nothing to do with it; 
nevertheless, we need to understand the extent of the 
trauma for the Jews.... Admittedly, we as Palestinians 
have refused to accept, much less to internalize, the 
horrible tragedy of the Holocaust. We have resisted 
even acknowledging it, believing that we have been 
subjected to our own holocaust at the hands of the 
Jews. Many Palestinians have doubted that the 
Holocaust even occurred; they could not believe that 
those who suffered so much could turn around and 
inflict so much suffering on the Palestinians. We have 
also refused to admit or acknowledge its uniqueness, 
pointing to the attempt to destroy the Assyrian and 
Armenian Christians in this century. 

Be that as it may, a new attitude is expected of us 
vis-a-vis the Holocaust. We must understand the 
importance and significance of the Holocaust to the 
Jews, while insisting that the Jews understand the 
importance and significance of the tragedy of 
Palestine for the Palestinians. The new attitude would 
make us Palestinians face Israel quite candidly and 
state that the only justification that the Palestinians 
will accept for the creation of a Jewish state in 
Palestine is the Holocaust. It was the Holocaust and 
only the Holocaust that necessitated the creation of a 
home for the Jews. Some Western countries did not 
open their doors to the Jews, and the Zionist 
leadership at the time was glad about this because it 
really wanted all the Jews to go to Palestine! The 


Palestinians, as hosts, have to come to accept giving 
the Jews the best part of Palestine (western Palestine), 
not because they had any right to it, not because of 
the Balfour Declaration, and not even because of anti- 
Semitism, but because of the Holocaust.22 


Ateek also, however, describes the kind of change of 
attitude that he believe the Jews in Israel should be willing 
to articulate to Palestinians: 


We are sorry that we came to you with arrogance and 
a feeling of superiority. We came with good and not so 
good reasons. But we are now here in the land. 
Forgive us for the wrong and the injustice that we 
have caused you. We took part of your country. We 
ignored you. We pretended that you did not exist or, 
even worse, that you did not matter. We stereotyped 
you, convincing others that you are all terrorists. We 
have refused to recognize that you have any rights, 
while we insisted that you should recognize and 
legitimate our rights to your land. We have insisted, 
and convinced the United States and others to insist, 
that you recognize our claim to your land. And, 
amazingly, many governments in the world have 
agreed with us. We have refused to negotiate with 
your representatives, rejecting them as terrorists... 
We have done this and much more. We have wronged 
you. Now, we recognize that the healthiest solution to 
any conflict is the use of negotiation and compromise, 
as opposed to power, repression and control... We 
want to stay a part of the Middle East. We want to live 
among you, Muslims and Christians. Your own country 
of Palestine today used to be our country 2,000 years 
ago. We still have many cherished historic memories 


that keep pulling us to it. It is our ‘holy land’, too, our 
‘promised land’. There is room for both of us here.22 


Ari Shavit’s book, My Promised Land, published in 2013, is 
a remarkable attempt by a well-known Israeli Jewish 
journalist, to come to terms with what the Zionist movement 
has achieved in the land. In a chapter that describes the 
expulsion of thousands of Palestinian Arabs from Lydda in 
1948, Shavit is fully aware of the killing that took place and 
the total destruction of the Palestinian community there, but 
doesn’t express any sense of shame or remorse over what 
happened. While he says he is ‘sad’ and ‘horrified’, he 
cannot bring himself to condemn those who carried out the 
killings and the expulsion, because without this, the Zionist 
dream could never have been fulfilled. Does this remarkable 
heart-searching amount to genuine repentance? 


Lydda is our black box. In it lies the dark secret of 
Zionism. The truth is that Zionism could not bear 
Lydda. From the very beginning there was a 
substantial contradiction between Zionism and Lydda. 
If Zionism was to be, Lydda could not be. If Lydda was 
to be, Zionism could not be. In retrospect it’s all too 
clear. When Herbert Bentwich saw Lydda from the 
white tower of Ramleh in April 1897, he should have 
seen that if a Jewish state was to exist in Palestine, an 
Arab Lydda could not exist at its center. He should 
have known that Lydda was an obstacle blocking the 
road to the Jewish state and that one day Zionism 
would have to remove it. But Herbert Bentwich did not 
see, and Zionism chose not to know. For half a century 
it succeed in hiding from itself the substantial 
contradiction between the Jewish national movement 
and Lydda...24 


Do | wash my hands of Zionism? Do | turn my back on 
the Jewish national movement that carried out the 
deed of Lydda? Like the brigade commander, | am 
faced with something too immense to deal with. Like 
the military governor, Gutman, | see a reality that | 
cannot contain. Like the training group leader, | am 
not only sad, | am horrified. For when one opens the 
black box, one understands that whereas the small 
mosque massacre could have been a 
misunderstanding brought about by a tragic chain of 
accidental events, the conquest of Lydda and the 
expulsion of Lydda were no accident. They were an 
inevitable phase of the Zionist revolution that laid the 
foundation for the Zionist state. Lydda is an integral 
part of our story. And when | try to be honest about it, 
| see that the choice is stark: either reject Zionism 
because of Lydda, or accept Zionism along with 
Lydda.... 

... | will not damn the brigade commander and the 
military governor and the training group boys. On the 
contrary. If need be, l'Il stand by the damned. Because 
| know that if it wasn’t for them, | would not have 
been born. They did the dirty, filthy work that enables 
my people, myself, my daughter, and my sons to 
live. 22 


This denial... is not without reason. Although vibrant 
and confident, Israel is not strong enough to deal with 
the horror of the past. It is still a scrappy society 
fighting for its life and its future... 

It is highly likely that this multilevel denial was 
essential. Without it, it would have been impossible to 
function, to build, to live. An obstinate disregard was 
crucial for the success of Zionism in the first decades 
of the twentieth century, and a lack of awareness was 


crucial for the success of Israel in its first decade of 
existence. If Israel had acknowledged what had 
happened it would not have survived. If Israel had 
been kindly and compassionate, it would have 
collapsed. Denial was a life-or-death imperative for 
the nine-year-old nation into which | was born.2& 


Benny Morris finds it hard to express either remorse or 
repentance over the darker sides of Israel’s history. In an 
interview with Ari Shavit in 2004, when asked about the role 
of Ben-Gurion in the mass expulsion or ‘transfer’ of 
Palestinians from the areas that would be part of the new 
state of Israel, he replied: 


Of course. Ben-Gurion was a transferist. He 
understood that there could be no Jewish state with a 
large and hostile Arab minority in its midst. There 
could be no such state. It would not be able to exist... 
Ben-Gurion was right. If he had not done what he did, 
a state would not have come into being. That has to 
be clear. It is impossible to evade it. Without the 
uprooting of the Palestinians, a Jewish state would not 
have arisen here... there is no justification for acts of 
rape. There is no justification for acts of massacre. 
Those are war crimes. But in certain conditions, 
expulsion is not a war crime. | don’t think the 
expulsions of 1948 were war crimes. You can’t make 
an omelette without breaking eggs. You have to dirty 
your hands... If you expect me to burst into tears, I’m 
sorry to disappoint you. | will not do that... There are 
circumstances in history that justify ethnic cleansing. | 
know that this term is completely negative in the 
discourse of the twenty-first century, but when the 
choice is between ethnic cleansing and genocide - the 


annihilation of your people - | prefer ethnic 
cleansing.24 


If the writer of Lamentations was able to go through such a 
painful process of rethinking and repentance after the 
disaster that befell his people and his city, can his words 
help others at the present time in reflecting on the disasters 
they have experienced? 


6.8 Jew and Gentile in the Old Testament 


What does it mean to be Jewish? Is Jewishness related to 
race or religion, or with both race and religion? Why is the 
world divided into two kinds of people: Jews and Gentiles? If 
Jews are different from other people, have they made 
themselves different, or have other people made them 
different? And what does it mean for the State of Israel to 
define itself as a ‘Jewish state’, ‘the creation of the entire 
Jewish people’, ‘the state of the Jewish people’? How can 
Jewishness be the defining factor in the creation of a 
modern state? 

Walter Brueggemann, the American Old Testament 
scholar, in the Foreword to Mark Braverman’s Fatal 
Embrace: Christians, Jews and the Search for Peace in the 
Holy Land, focuses on the idea of Jews being God’s ‘Chosen 
People’ as a major theme of Braverman’s book: 


At the bottom of his argument is the thesis... that it is 
Israel’s elemental conviction about being God’s one 
chosen people - and the ensuing social-political 
exceptionalism - that is the root cause of the conflict. 
It is that most elemental conviction on the part of 
Jews that he holds up to scrutiny and about which he 
insists upon a radical revision.22% 


These ideas need to be traced back ultimately to the Old 
Testament, where the descendants of Abraham, the children 
of Israel, are told: ‘You are a people holy to the Lord your 
God; the Lord your God has chosen you out of all the 
peoples to be his treasured possession’ (Deuteronomy 7:6). 

How then is the theme of election, the choice of Abraham 
and his descendants as a ‘chosen people’ developed in the 
Old Testament? We can trace at least six important strands 
in the development of these ideas in the Old Testament. 


e The call and election of Abraham and his descendants 
are understood in the context of God’s concern for the 
whole human race. The first chapters of Genesis speak 
of the creation of the universe and of the human race 
(Genesis 1-2). After attempting to explain that things 
went wrong in God’s creation (Genesis 3-11), the book 
goes on to speak about God’s plan to put right what 
has gone wrong (Genesis 12 to the end). If ideas of 
exclusiveness come later, they are developed in the 
context of an inclusiveness which embraces the whole 
human race. 


e Election involves a special responsibility to follow God’s 
ways in obedience. So, for example, at an early state in 
the nation’s life, Moses attempted to make the children 
of Israel aware of their identity. Being set apart from 
other nations and entering into a special relationship 
with God meant that they were in some sense to be like 
the God who had called them: ‘You shall be holy for | 
am holy’ (Leviticus 11:45). 


This special calling from God demanded rigid 
separation from surrounding nations, as Moses tells 
the people when they are about to enter the land: 


When the Lord your God brings you into the land you 
are entering to possess and drives out before you 
many nations... and when the Lord your God has 
delivered them over to you and you have defeated 
them, then you must destroy them totally. Make no 
treaty with them, and show them no mercy. Do not 
intermarry with them. Do not give your daughters to 
their sons or take their daughters for your sons, for 
they will turn your sons away from following me to 
serve other gods, and the Lord’s anger will burn 
against you and will quickly destroy you. 
Deuteronomy 7:1-4 


e Because the idea of election is so easily misunderstood, 
it is constantly being challenged and clarified. The 
prophet Amos, for example, has to explain that election 
involves special responsibility and is not a calling to any 
status of privilege. In one very important verse, which 
comes at the end of a detailed denunciation of the sins 
of Israel’s neighbours, he tells his people that their 
punishment will be more severe than that of their 
neighbours, simply because they have been chosen for 
this special relationship and responsibility: 


You only have | chosen 

of all the families of the earth; 
therefore | will punish you 

for all your sins. 
Amos 3:2 


Later he has to explain that God is at work in other 
nations just as much as he is in Israel. Election does 
not mean that God is not interested in other people: 


Did | not bring Israel up from Egypt, 


the Philistines from Caphtor 
and the Arameans from Kir? 
Amos 9:7 


Micah and other prophets have to tell their people 
that their election is no guarantee of safety and 
protection. Speaking of a situation in which the 
leaders of Israel ‘despise justice and distort what is 
right’ and seek to ‘build Zion with bloodshed’, he 
challenges their complacency. A false sense of 
confidence has been based on the idea that the 
temple is a sign of God’s presence among his people 
and therefore a guarantee that whatever happens, he 
will always protect them: 


Yet they lean upon the Lord and say, 
‘Is not the Lord among us? 
No disaster will come among us.’ 
Micah 3:11 


e From time to time a number of non-Jews are included 
within the people: 


- When Moses escaped for his life to the Sinai region, he 
married Zipporah, who was the daughter of ‘a priest 
of Midian’ (Exodus 2:15-22). 


- In the events leading up to the conquest of the land 
under Joshua, the spies sent to explore the city of 
Jericho were protected by Rahab the prostitute. When 
the city was captured and destroyed, she and her 
family were spared, and the writer says that ‘she lives 
among the Israelites to this day’ joshua 2:1 - 6:25). 


- In the time of the Judges, Ruth the Moabitess left her 
own people on the east bank of the Jordan and 


followed Naomi her mother-in-law with the well-known 
words ‘your people shall be my people, and your God 
my God’ (Ruth 1:16). In this way a foreigner, a 
Gentile, became an ancestor of King David. The book 
of Ruth was therefore a constant reminder that 
foreigners could be integrated into the life of the 
nation and not be rigidly excluded. 


There were times when more exclusive views prevailed. 
After their return from exile in Babylon around the 
middle of the sixth century sc, Ezra and Nehemiah felt 
compelled to enforce Moses’ prohibition of foreign 
wives, even to the point of making men put away their 
foreign wives. Ezra writes: 


After these things had been done, the leaders came to 
me and said, ‘The people of Israel, including the 
priests and the Levites, have not kept themselves 
separate from the neighbouring peoples with their 
detestable practices... They have taken some of their 
daughters as wives for themselves and their sons, and 
have mingled the holy race with the peoples around 
them. And the leaders and officials have led the way 
in this unfaithfulness.’ 

Ezra 9:1, 2 


This is how Ezra wanted them to rectify the situation: 


You have been unfaithful; you have married foreign 
women, adding to Israel’s guilt. Now make confession 
to the Lord, the God of your fathers, and do his will. 
Separate yourselves from the peoples around you and 
from your foreign wives. 

Ezra 10:10-11 


e The prophets sometimes look forward to a time when 
the strict separation between Jew and Gentile will be 
broken down. 


‘A blessing in the midst of the earth’ 

A whole chapter of Isaiah consists of ‘an oracle concerning 
Egypt’. It speaks of God judging the nation of Egypt, and 
later restoring it - even to the extent of bringing the nation 
to acknowledge the God of Israel. 

It must have sounded incredible, if not shocking, for 
Isaiah’s listeners to hear that the people of Egypt, who 
centuries before had been their oppressors, would one day 
be converted and turn to worship Yahweh their God. It would 
have sounded as inconceivable for them as for an American 
Christian audience during the Cold War to be told that one 
day the Russian people as a whole would reject Communism 
and embrace Christianity. 

The oracle ends with the prophecy that Egypt, Israel, and 
Assyria will one day be united together to become ‘a 
blessing in the midst of the earth’: 


In that day there will be a highway from Egypt to 
Assyria. The Assyrians will go to Egypt and the 
Egyptians to Assyria. The Egyptians and Assyrians will 
worship together. In that day Israel will be the third, 
along with Egypt and Assyria, a blessing on the earth. 
The Lord Almighty will bless them, saying, ‘Blessed be 
Egypt my people, Assyria my handiwork, and Israel 
my inheritance.’ 

Isaiah 19:23-25 


We must leave on one side the intriguing question of if and 
when this prophecy has been fulfilled: was it in the Camp 
David Agreements of 1979? Or was it fulfilled in the first few 
centuries ao when Egypt became in effect a Christian 


country, and enjoyed close links with the Syriac Church in 
the area of present-day Syria? The important point for us to 
notice is that Isaiah puts two foreign nations - pagan, 
godless nations at that - on the same level as Israel! The 
children of Israel had always thought of themselves as God’s 
chosen people - but now God is calling Egypt ‘my people!’ 
What would happen to the concept of the chosen people if 
that ever happened? 


‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all 
nations’ 

The prophet Isaiah, writing in the eighth century sc, looked 
forward to the day when people of other nations would 
benefit from all that God had done for his people Israel. In 
the following passage he speaks of foreigners who ‘join 
themselves’ or ‘bind themselves’ to Jehovah, the Lord, and 
come to belong to his people: 


Thus says the Lord: 

Maintain justice, and do what is right, 
for soon my Salvation will come, 

and my deliverance be revealed... 


Do not let the foreigner joined to the Lord say, 
‘The Lord will surely separate me from his people’; 
and do not let the eunuch say, 
‘Lam just a dry tree.’ 
For thus says the Lord: 
To the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths... 
and hold fast my covenant, 
| will give, in my house and within my walls, 
a monument and a name 
better than sons and daughters; 
| will give them an everlasting name 
that shall not be cut off. 


And the foreigners who join themselves to the Lord, 
to minister to him, to love the name of the Lord, 
and to be his servants, 

all who keep the sabbath, and do not profane it, 
and hold fast my covenant - 

these | will bring to my holy mountain, 
and make them joyful in my house of prayer; 

their burnt offerings and their sacrifices 
will be accepted on my altar; 

for my house shall be called a house of prayer 
for all peoples. 

Thus says the Lord God, 
who gathers the outcasts of Israel, 

| will gather others to them 
besides those already gathered. 

Isaiah 56:1-8 (NRSV) 


How does one begin to relate these themes in the Old 
Testament to the ways that Jews think of themselves today, 
and to the idea of Israel as a ‘Jewish state’ today? At this 
stage we are not asking how the idea of the Jews as the 
chosen people is taken up and interpreted in the New 
Testament, and are simply trying to see the idea of the State 
of Israel in the light of the Old Testament. 

Is the Zionist dream, therefore, closer to Ezra’s idea of 
‘the holy race’ or to Isaiah’s vision of a people that 
welcomes ‘foreigners who join themselves to the Lord’? 

One can understand how Theodor Herzl could believe 
that the creation of a Jewish state would solve the problem 
of anti-Semitism in Europe. And one can have a strong 
sympathy for any Israelis who argue the need for Israel on 
the grounds of expediency - provided they are willing to 
consider the price that others have had to pay. 

Although Herzl himself did not use the Old Testament at 
all in putting forward his idea of the Jewish state, other more 


devout, practising Jews were not slow to relate the Zionist 
vision to the Old Testament. But it is quite a different matter 
when we find Christians today who support this way of using 
the Old Testament. 

But the theological question that needs to be asked is 
this: can the State of Israel be in any sense - for the Jew and 
for the Christian - the fulfilment of the promise that through 
Abraham and his descendants ‘all peoples of the earth’ 
would be blessed? How easy is it for anyone to say that ‘this 
(the Jewish state which we see today) is that which was 
spoken of by the prophets (like the visions of Isaiah and 
Zechariah)? Could it ever be seen even as one stage in the 
fulfilment of these visions? 

When seen in the light of the idea of the chosen people 
as it developed in the Old Testament - from Moses to Ruth, 
Ezra and Nehemiah, to Isaiah and Zechariah - the modern 
Jewish state looks more like a step backwards than a step 
forwards. Wilrens L. Hornstra explains the difficulty he 
finds in these views: 


It is this theological aspect of Christian Zionism which 
| find most disturbing. In my view, it contradicts the 
essential ethnic universalism of the gospel. Guided by 
pre-Christian reading of the Old Testament prophets, it 
condemns the Jews to be special, different, and 
separate at least until the second coming and 
probably far beyond. For all its good intentions, | do 
not think that this does the Jews a favour.22 


Many Jews have commented on the problem that has been 
created within Judaism by the existence of the Jewish state. 
Haim Cohen, a judge of the Supreme Court of Israel: 


The bitter irony of fate has decreed that the same 
biological and racist arguments extended by the 


Nazis, and which inspired the inflammatory laws of 
Nuremberg, serve as the basis for the official 
definition of Jewishness in the bosom of the State of 
Israel. 


I.F. Stone, an American Jewish journalist, who was 
decorated by the /rgun in 1948, writing in 1967: 


Israel is creating a kind of moral schizophrenia in 
World Jewry. In the outside world the welfare of Jewry 
depends on the maintenance of secular, non-racial 
pluralistic societies. In Israel, Jewry finds itself 
defending a society in which mixed marriages cannot 
be legalized, in which non-Jews have a lesser status 
than Jews and in which the ideal is racial and 
exclusionist. Jews must fight elsewhere for their very 
security and existence - against principles and 
practices they find themselves defending in Israel. 
Those from the outside world, even in their moments 
of greatest enthusiasm amid Israeli accomplishments, 
feel twinges of claustrophobia, not just geographical 
but spiritual. Those caught up in prophetic fervor soon 
begin to feel that the light they hoped to see out of 
Zion is only that of another narrow nationalism. 


He comments on the tension between the universal vision of 
historic Judaism and the nationalism of the State of Israel: 


It must also be recognized, despite Zionist ideology, 
that the periods of greatest Jewish accomplishment 
have been associated with pluralistic civilization in 
their time of expansion and tolerance: in the 
Hellenistic period, in the Arab civilization of North 
Africa and Spain, and in Western Europe and America. 
Universal values can only be the fruit of a universal 


vision; the greatness of the prophets lay in their 
overcoming of ethnocentricity. A lilliputian nationalism 
cannot distill truths for all mankind. Here lie the roots 
of a growing divergence between Jew and Israeli, the 
former with sense of mission as a witness in the 
human wilderness, the latter concerned only with his 
own tribe’s’ welfare.&4 


6.9 Jew and Gentile after Jesus the Messiah 


After the first century av, as Judaism developed in radically 
new directions, the perception among Jews that they were 
different became even more pronounced. The differences 
between Jews and Gentiles became even more distinct. 

This feeling is expressed, for example, in the prayer said 
by men each day ‘thank you that you have not made me a 
Gentile’. It was expressed in an extreme form by Rabbi 
Yitzhak Ginsburg, the head of an ultra-orthodox Yeshiva 
(college) in Nablus, when he spoke at the trial following a 
rampage in which a Palestinian girl was shot dead in 1985: 
‘The people of Israel must rise and declare in public that a 
Jew and a goy (gentile) are not, God forbid, the same. Any 
trial that assumes that Jews and goyim are equal is a 
travesty of justice.’®4 

In contrast to the thinking of Judaism, the writers of the 
New Testament insisted that when Gentiles put their trust in 
Jesus and become his disciples, the distinction between Jew 
and Gentile is broken down. 

Peter, for example, takes ideas and titles that, in their 
Original context in the Old Testament, were reserved 
exclusively for the children of Israel, and applies them to a 
group of Jewish and Gentile Christians: 


You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, a people belonging to God, that you may 


declare the praises of him who called you out of 
darkness into his wonderful light. 
1 Peter 2:9 


Paul, as a Jew, was acutely conscious of the feelings of the 
Jewish people towards Gentiles in his own day. He believed, 
however, that God’s intention was to create ‘one new man’, 
‘one new humanity’ instead of two kinds of people - Jew and 
Gentile - and that God had begun to bring this about 
through the death of Jesus on the cross. This is the kind of 
relationship which God wanted to exist between Jews and 
Gentiles: 


For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both 
groups [Jew and Gentile] into one and has broken 
down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between 
us. He has abolished the law with its commandments 
and ordinances, that he might create in himself one 
new humanity in place of the two, thus making peace, 
and might reconcile both groups to God in one body 
through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility 
through it. So he came and proclaimed peace to you 
who were far off and peace to those who were near; 
for through him both of us have access in one Spirit to 
the Father. So then you are no longer strangers and 
aliens, but you are citizens with the saints and also 
members of the household of God, built upon the 
foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ 
Jesus himself as the cornerstone... 

... that is, the Gentiles have become fellow heirs, 
members of the same body, and sharers in the 
promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. 
Ephesians 2:14-20; 3:6 (NRSV) 


You are all sons of God through Christ Jesus, for all of 
you who were baptized into Christ have clothed 
yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus. If you belong to Christ, then you are 
Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise. 
Galatians 3:26-29 


This cannot mean that the difference between Jews and 
Gentiles is totally dissolved and becomes non-existence, 
any more than differences between males and females are 
done away with in Christ. It must mean, however, that 
differences between Jew and Gentiles can be transcended 
within the body of those who acknowledge Jesus as Messiah. 
‘Through the Messiah’ says N.T. Wright, ‘and the preaching 
which heralds him, Israel is transformed from being an 
ethnic people into a worldwide family.’&2 

The origin of this new way of thinking in Peter and Paul is 
probably to be found in the teaching of Jesus himself. The 
vital link between the Old Testament and the radically new 
ideas in the New Testament is the claims that Jesus made 
about himself, and these can be illustrated in the following 
way: 


In the Old Testament In the New 
Testament 


Israel is the flock, with Yahweh Jesus speaks of himself 


their shepherd (Psalm 23:1; as ‘the good shepherd’ 
Ezekiel 34:1-31, especially 31). (John 10:1-21, 
especially 11, 14, 16). 


Israel is spoken of as the ‘son’ of |Jesus speaks of himself 
God (Exodus 4:22-23; Psalm as ‘the son’ who 
80:15; Hosea 11:1). reveals ‘the Father’ 


(Matthew 11:27; John 
14:5-14). 


Israel is described as ‘the Jesus speaks of himself 
vineyard’ or ‘the vine’ (Psalm as ‘the true vine’ (John 
80:8-16; Isaiah 5:1-7). 15:1-17). 


Israel in Daniel’s vision is Jesus speaks of himself 
described as ‘the son of man’, a as ‘the son of man’ 
corporate figure which includes (Mark 2:10; 8:31; 

‘the saints of the Most High’ 14:62). 

(Daniel 7:13-28). 


Israel is described by Isaiah as Jesus speaks of himself 
‘the servant of the Lord’ (Isaiah as the servant (Mark 
42:1-7; 49:1-7; 50:4-9; 52:13 - 10:45). 

53:12). 


How then do the writers of the New Testament understand 
the relationship between Israel in the Old Testament and 
Jesus? These are some of the ways in which these ideas are 
worked out in different parts of the New Testament, and 
especially in the letters of Paul. 


Jesus represents Israel: Jesus is Israel 


As we have already seen (Section 5.3) ‘the resurrection of 
Christ is the resurrection of Israel of which the prophets 
spoke’ (C.H. Dodd).® ‘Jesus was claiming in some sense to 
represent Israel in himself... he regarded himself as the one 
who summed up Israel’s vocation and destiny in himself’ 
(N.T. Wright).©2 

As one who represents Israel, Jesus went through similar 
experiences to Israel. Thus, just as the children of Israel 
spent time as exiles in Egypt, so Jesus was a refugee in 
Egypt during his earliest years (Matthew 2:13-15). Just as 


the children of Israel wandered for forty years in the 
wilderness, so Jesus spent forty days being tempted by the 
devil in the wilderness (Matthew 4:1-6). But whereas Israel 
failed and was disobedient, Jesus was fully obedient to the 
will of God (Hebrews 4:1-13; Romans 5:12-21). 


‘Loved on account of the patriarchs’ 

The Jews are still in a special relationship with God; they are 
‘loved on account of the patriarchs’ (Romans 11:28-29). 
Jews who reject Jesus as Messiah forfeit the blessings of the 
covenant because of unbelief; they are ‘broken off because 
of unbelief’ (11:20). But the blessings of the covenant are 
still open to them (Romans 9:1-5). 

This means that God has not finished with the Jewish 
people. ‘Did God reject his people?’ asks Paul; and his 
answer is ‘By no means!’ (Romans 11:1). ‘God’s gift and his 
call are irrevocable’ (Romans 11:29). There is something 
better to look forward to for them: ‘and so all Israel will be 
saved’ (11:26). But the only source of salvation for them, as 
for every other human being, is in Christ. When Jews believe 
in Jesus as Messiah, in Paul’s picture of the olive tree, they 
are ‘grafted back into their own olive tree’ (Romans 11:23- 
24. See Section 6.10 for a fuller discussion of Romans 9-11). 


‘Make disciples of all the nations’ 

Jesus sent his disciples out to ‘make disciples of all the 
nations’ (i.e. of all the Gentiles - Matthew 28:19-20; 
compare John 12:32-33). Gentile Christians are therefore 
grafted into the people of God and inherit all the blessings 
of the covenant (Romans 11:13-24). Christians of any and 
every race therefore have all the privileges of the people of 
God, and titles applied to Israel in the Old Testament are 
applied to the church, as when Peter writes, ‘you are a 
chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people 
belonging to God’ (1 Peter 2:9-10). 


It is important to note that although Christians often 
speak loosely of the church as ‘the new Israel’, this title is 
not found in the New Testament. John Goldingay explains 
where the title and the idea came from and why they should 
be avoided: 


There is, actually, no point in the New Testament 
where ‘Israel’ denotes the Church. Although the New 
Testament uses terms to describe the Church which 
the Hebrew Bible uses to describe Israel, it does not 
describe the Church as ‘Israel’ or the ‘New Israel’ or 
the ‘true Israel’. The transference of such terms from 
Israel to the Church begins with Justin Martyr, when 
the tension over Israel’s position which is maintained 
in the New Testament is lost and the Church is 
distancing itself over against Judaism. In the New 
Testament, ‘Israel’ means ‘Israel’. The Jewish-Gentile 
Church comes to share in Israel’s privileges and so is 
described by means of the images that the Old 
Testament uses to describe Israel, but this does not 
mean in itself that the Church has replaced Israel.& 


N.T. Wright similarly explains this understanding of the 
church, not as ‘the new Israel’, but rather as the renewed 
and restored Israel: 


From the earliest evidence, the Christians regarded 
themselves as a new family, directly descended from 
the family of Israel, but now transformed... 

Those who now belonged to Jesus’ people were not 
identical with ethnic Israel, since Israel’s history had 
reached its intended fulfilment; they claimed to be the 
continuation of Israel in a new situation, able to draw 
freely on Israel-images to express their self-identity, 
able to read Israel’s scriptures (through the lens of 


Messiah and spirit) and apply them to their own life. 
They were thrust out by that claim, and that reading, 
to fulfil Israel’s vocation on behalf of the world.&4 


If this is how the New Testament understands the 
relationship between the Jewish people and the church, it is 
never appropriate for Christians to think that Christianity 
has ‘taken the place of Israel’. This idea, which is sometimes 
described as ‘Supersessionism’ and sometimes as 
‘Replacement Theology’, finds no support in the New 
Testament. While one can speak of Jesus ‘replacing’ the 
temple, there is no justification for saying that the church 
‘replaces’ Israel. 

In the minds of the Jewish disciples of Jesus, therefore, 
the destiny of the Jewish people had been fulfilled in their 
Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth. The dividing wall between Jews 
and Gentiles had been broken down, so that in Christ they 
become ‘one new man’, ‘one new humanity’ (Ephesians 
2:15). There is no suggestion that they believed it was 
important for Jews to express their distinctive identity 
through having a Jewish state in the land. There is no hint 
that any of the New Testament writers continued to look 
forward to the establishment of an independent Jewish 
state. 

Dow Marmur’s Beyond Survival: Reflections on the 
Future of Judaism provides a valuable example of a Jewish 
rabbi wrestling with questions about Jewish identity and self- 
understanding in the world today. In a review of the book 
Kenneth Cragg summarizes its argument in the following 
way: 


‘The mystical bond... and the neurotic tangle’ is a 
phrase that perhaps best sums up this frank, sensitive 
and, at times, exasperating, book. Its author is Rabbi 
of the North Western Reform Synagogue in London. 


He wants to take Judaism and Jews ‘beyond’ what he 
sees as their inordinate preoccupation with survival. 
This preoccupation he finds characteristic of the three 
main manifestations of Jewry. Traditional Orthodoxy 
finds survival through a rigorous loyalty to the past. 
Reform Judaism tends to emphasize present and 
future, but in his view, accommodates the world and 
its threat of assimilation too confidently. Zionism 
achieves a present, and - it hopes - a future security 
but only at the actual, or potential sacrifice of primary 
Jewish values. 

The book pleads for a coming together of these 
three, each ‘educating’ the other in a unifying 
discipline so that they operate to alert each to 
dimensions which the others need but which also 
need them. 


Cragg’s further comments represent a serious attempt by a 
Christian theologian to engage with Marmur’s thesis. This is 
how Cragg comments on Marmur’s interpretation of the 
story of Jacob wrestling with the angel: 


He sets his whole presentation in the context of Jacob 
wrestling with the angel at the brook, Jabbok. ‘The 
elimination of the struggle deprives of the blessing.’ 
Only in encounter with the future resolutely can the 
promise be reached, even if ‘wrestling’ Jacob is 
crippled in the process. The ‘angel’, for Dow Marmur, 
is ‘the guardian angel of Esau’, and perhaps, ina 
wider context, the spirit of the Gentile world. He does 
not mention the possibility that the struggle was 
about penitent honesty over Jacob’s dubious past and 
the consequent ‘new name’ then bestowed. (Perhaps 
that is Gentile, Christian exegesis. But Jacob’s 
apprehension about meeting Esau surely has to do not 


only with danger to his present gains but truth about 
his crooked past? Or does the duplicity at his old 
father’s deathbed matter not?) 

At all events, Jacob/Israel is called to perennial 
conflict. As at Peniel, his ‘blessing’ can only be had in 
being disadvantaged. His whole self-awareness is an 
awareness of actual or impending enmity. He has for 
ever to calculate in a crisis of survival. 

He is a constant hostage to circumstance and can 
only triumph by struggling with real, feared, or 
imagined, adversity. This, mirrored in ‘wrestling’ 
Jacob, is the Jewish dilemma and gives to everything 
Jewish, whether Orthodoxy, Reform, Zionism, an 
incessant focus on self-ensuring response to hostility, 
actual or potential. 


Cragg then goes on to express his response as a Christian to 
the argument of the book: ‘If only, somehow, Jewry could 
belong with mankind!’ 


It is just this stance of Jewishness which Rabbi Marmur 
wants to exorcise (insofar as it makes ‘survival’ the 
be-all-and-end-all). Yet it is a stance to which he 
himself falls constantly victim. And this is where the 
book might be called exasperating. If only, somehow, 
Jewry could belong with mankind! But, somehow, 
tragically it never can. There is, as he sees it, the 
eternal problem of anti-Semitism, a problem wholly at 
the door of the ‘Gentile’ world. There is persecution. 
There is the scapegoat ‘syndrome’ ‘necessitating’ 
Jews. There is assimilation, or the threat of it. Since, 
for example, Oxford, with its culture and openness to 
Jewry, constitutes a danger of assimilation, ‘both, 
Auschwitz and Oxford, have the same effect on the 
future of Judaism’ (page 36). What an utterly 


desolating stance this is! Surely one of the sharpest 
needs of Jewish thought is a theology of ‘the Gentiles’, 
so that somehow what Marmur himself calls ‘this 
neurotic tangle between Jews and their enemies’ can 
be unravelled, and so ended... 

There is much else that is perceptive and 
venturesome in this book. Yet it leaves a mere 
‘Gentile’ reader who cares deeply about Jewry, the 
synagogue and Israel, and wants to understand ‘the 
mystical bond’, still aware that he, too, has only 
‘wrestled’ (at this reconstruction of Peniel) with 
another occasion of the age-long problem that is ‘the 
neurotic tangle’. When shall we all, Jew and Gentile 
alike, see ‘the face of God’ and know our life assured 
in that vision alone?&& 


Cragg speaks out of his conviction that in Jesus the Messiah 
the dividing wall between Jew and Gentile has been broken 
down. While he understands Jewish feelings about the 
relationship between Jew and Gentile, he finds it hard to 
believe that this was ever intended in the purposes of God 
to be a permanent relationship. 

Jews and others have presented convincing historical, 
political, and psychological arguments to justify the creation 
of a Jewish state in the land in the twentieth century. But on 
the basis of the New Testament understanding of the 
relationship between Jews and Gentiles outlined here, it is 
hard to see how Christians can produce convincing 
theological arguments based on the Bible for the 
appropriateness and necessity of a Jewish state in the land. 


6.10 The condemnation of anti-Semitism 


‘There is no shadow of doubt,’ says Rabbi Norman 
Solomon, ‘that in the historic past the expression of 
Christianity has normally been anti-Semitic, sometimes 


vigorously so’.£2 Does this mean that Christianity is 
inherently anti-Semitic? Can the source of these attitudes to 
Jews be traced back ultimately to the New Testament? 

One of the best places to look for an answer is Romans 
chapters 9 to 10, which is the most systematic discussion of 
the relationship between Jews and Gentiles in Paul’s letters. 
Much of the discussion about this passage has revolved 
around the sentence ‘and so all Israel will be saved’ (11:26), 
which has often been interpreted as a prediction of a large- 
scale conversion of Jews - perhaps even of every Jew. This 
conversion is sometimes linked with other ideas about the 
end of the world: the belief, for example, that the return of 
Jews to the land and the recovery of Jerusalem have been 
highly significant events which will eventually lead to the 
conversion of many (if not all) Jews and then to the second 
coming of Christ. 

In response to this interpretation of the words ‘and so all 
Israel will be saved’ three initial observations can be made: 


e ‘Israel’ in this verse probably does mean ‘the Jewish 
people’ and not ‘the church’. In all the other thirteen 
instances in these chapters where he uses ‘Israel’, he 
clearly means ‘the Jewish people’ (9:4, 6, 27, 31; 10:1, 
16, 19, 21; 11:1, 2, 7, 11, 25). If Paul here understands 
‘Israel’ as ‘the church’, he is using the word in two 
consecutive sentences with two very different 
meanings: ‘Israel [i.e. the Jewish people] has 
experienced a hardening’ (11:25). ‘And so all Israel [i.e. 
the church, the people of God, including both Jews and 
Gentiles] will be saved’ (11:26). 


e Paul has earlier argued that physical descent from 
Abraham is no guarantee of a right relationship with 
God: 


Not all who are descended from Israel are Israel. Nor 
because they are his descendants are they all 
Abraham's children... 

Romans 9:6-7 


Circumcision has value if you observe the law, but if 
you break the law, you have become as though you 
had not been circumcised... A man is not a Jew if he is 
only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely 
outward and physical. No, a man is a Jew if he is one 
inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the 
heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code. Such 
man’s praise is not from men, but from God. 

Romans 2:25, 28-29 


It would, therefore, be strange if Paul were to say that at 
some stage in the future every Jew ‘will be saved’. 


e This is the only sentence in all of Paul’s letters that 
could possibly suggest the idea of a large-scale 
conversion of Jews. 


If Paul therefore has some idea about Jewish people ‘being 
saved’, what does he mean? How does he understand the 
relationship between Jews and Gentiles? The main points in 
Paul’s argument in these chapters can be summarized as 
follows: 


God has not rejected the people of Israel 

The Jews are still heirs to all the promises made to their 
forefathers. Simply by virtue of being the physical 
descendants of Abraham, the privileges and blessings of the 
covenant are still theirs: 


| ask then, Did God reject his people? By no means... 
God did not reject his people whom he foreknew. 


Romans 11:1-2 


... the people of Israel. Theirs is the adoption as sons; 
theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of 
the law, the temple worship and the promises. Theirs 
are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human 
ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, for ever 
praised! Amen. 

Romans 9:4-5 


As far as election is concerned, they are loved on 
account of the patriarchs, for God’s gifts and his call 
are irrevocable. 

Romans 11:28-29 


The consequences of unbelief 

Although they are still the people of the covenant, Jews 
forfeit the blessings of the covenant through their unbelief. 
Since the majority of the Jewish people of his own time had 
rejected Jesus as their promised Messiah, they had forfeited 
the privileges of the covenant through their unbelief. Paul 
uses several vivid expressions to describe the unbelief of 
the Jews and its results: 


Israel has experienced a hardening in part... 
Romans 11:25 (compare 11:7) 


Their transgressions... their loss... 
Romans 11:12 


They were broken off because of unbelief... God did 
not spare the natural branches... 
Romans 11:20-21 


‘And so all Israel will be saved’ 


There is every reason to believe that Jews will continue to 
come to believe in Jesus and be ‘grafted back’ into the olive 
root. This is the confident expectation in the mind of Paul 
that is summed up in the sentence ‘and so all Israel will be 
saved’ (11:26). When Paul speaks of all Israel being saved, 
he seems to be saying that in contrast to the ‘hardening in 
part’ which Israel has experienced (11:25), what we can 
now look forward to is the salvation of ‘the full number’ of 
the Jews. This might mean a larger proportion than those 
who had already believed in Jesus, but it would still not 
mean every individual Jew. 

The ‘hardening in part’ which has already taken place will 
eventually lead to ‘the full number of the Gentiles’ coming 
in; and this in turn will lead to the full number of the Jews 
(i.e. ‘all Israel’) being saved. The expression ‘all Israel’ 
would therefore have the same meaning as ‘their fullness’ 
(‘their coming to full strength’, 11:12, New English Bible). 

Paul is not speculating about the number of Jews who 
would be saved, but rather insisting that they will continue 
to come to faith in Jesus as Messiah. The two quotations 
from the Old Testament (Isaiah 59:20-21; 27:9; Jeremiah 
31:33-34) develop the idea of the salvation that God has 
been promising for his people. Since Paul is so insistent 
elsewhere that Jesus the Messiah has already come as 
deliverer and made a covenant to deal with the sins of his 
people, there is no suggestion that Jesus has to come once 
again to complete the special salvation of the Jews. 


Correcting wrong attitudes 

This hope should be a corrective to wrong attitudes of 
Christians towards the Jewish people. Paul does not unfold 
any detailed plan of how the full number of the Jews will one 
day come to believe. He is not presenting a grand blueprint 
for the future of the Jewish people. He says nothing about 
the land; and says nothing about political or national issues. 
His main concern is to correct wrong attitudes to the Jewish 


people, which he knew were there in the minds of many 
Gentile Christians. They had concluded that since the 
majority of the Jews had failed to accept Jesus as their 
Messiah, God had totally rejected them as a people, and 
they no longer had any role to play in the plan of God for 
the world. 

These ideas, however, are totally unacceptable for 
Christians. Paul realizes that from now on the church is likely 
to be a largely Gentile church, but believes passionately 
that, in the words of N.T. Wright, there is to be ‘total 
equality of Jew and Gentile within the church’. He uses 
every argument he can find to correct any attitudes of pride 
and superiority towards the Jews: 


| am talking to you Gentiles... If some of the branches 
have been broken off, and you, though a wild olive 
shoot, have been grafted in among the others and 
now share in the nourishing sap from the olive root, 
do not boast over those branches. If you do, consider 
this: you do not support the root, but the root 
supports you. You will say then, ‘Branches were 
broken off so that | could be grafted in.’ Granted. But 
they were broken off because of unbelief, and you 
stand by faith. Do not be arrogant, but be afraid. 
Romans 11:13, 17-20 


| do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, 
brothers, so that you may not be conceited. 
Romans 11:25 (my emphasis) 


Paul ends the discussion by expressing the hope that Jews 
will turn to God and receive mercy through seeing evidence 
of God’s mercy in the Gentiles: 


Just as you who were at one time disobedient to God 
[i.e. you Gentiles] have now received mercy as a 
result of their disobedience [i.e. of the Jews], so they 
too [the Jews] have now become disobedient in order 
that they too may now receive mercy as a result of 
God’s mercy to you [Gentiles]. For God has bound all 
men over to disobedience so that he may have mercy 
on them all. 

Romans 11:30-32 


His message to the largely Gentile church in Rome can 
therefore be paraphrased as follows: ‘Do not assume that 
since the majority of the Jewish people have now rejected 
their Messiah, this will always be the case. The refusal of the 
Jews to recognize Jesus has meant that the gospel has 
spread all over the Gentile world. So think what kind of a 
future we can look forward to when the full number of 
Jewish believers are brought into the kingdom! Do not forget 
your own Jewish roots! And do not write off the Jews!’ 

This understanding of the relationship between ‘Israel’ 
and ‘the church’ could never be described as being 
‘Supersessionism’ or ‘Replacement Theology’. ‘Paul is 
writing, with all the eleven chapters of theology behind 
him,’ says N.T. Wright, ‘in order to say that “Gentile 
Christians” have not “replaced” Jews as the true people of 
God,’24 

If we ask how the Christian church could have generally 
developed a more critical and negative attitude towards 
Jews and Judaism, part of the answer is to be found in what 
happened in av 135 and the following years. Peter 
Schneider explains the origin of these ideas as follows: 


The fall of Jerusalem in av 70 and the collapse of Bar 
Cochba’s national Jewish revolt in ao 135 and 
Hadrian’s subsequent establishing and renaming of 


Jerusalem as Aelia Capitolina was almost as great a 
watershed for the Church as it was for the Jewish 
people. The Apostolic Fathers of the second century, 
reflecting on this Jewish tragedy, had no difficulty in 
deciding to interpret it as a further piece of evidence 
that Jewry had not only been displaced and dispersed 
physically, but precisely because of this, forfeited her 
place spiritually as the true Israel to which the Church 
then thought itself to be the rightful heir. 

Justin Martyr, a convert from Pagan philosophy and 
worthy representative of the second-century Apostolic 
Fathers, is the author of the so-called Dialogue with 
Trypho the Jew shortly after the collapse of Bar 
Cochba’s national Jewish revolt in ao 135 and 
Hadrian’s expulsion of Jews from Jerusalem... Because 
of this Justin had no hesitation in claiming that the 
Church is the ‘true Israel’, an expression that in its 
absoluteness is not found in the New Testament. So 
he boldly says, ‘We are the true and spiritual 
Israelitish nation, and the race of Judah and of Jacob 
and Isaac and Abraham’ (Dialogue 11:5). 


Far from allowing or encouraging anti-Semitism, therefore, 
Paul’s argument in Romans 9-11 contains a strong 
condemnation of anti-Semitic attitudes. His response is to 
say that while Jews forfeit the full blessings of the covenant 
because of their unbelief, ‘God did not reject his people 
whom he foreknew’. Instead of thinking that they have 
stepped into the place of the Jewish people, Gentile 
Christians are to recognize that they have somehow been 
‘grafted into’ the Jewish people. There is therefore no place 
for Gentile Christians to be conceited in their attitude 
towards the Jews. The present unbelief of the majority is not 
the end of the story, since there is something better for 
them that has still to unfold. 


Paul’s understanding of the relationship between ‘Israel’ 
and the church should have provided the Christian church 
with a permanent antidote to the attitudes which later 
developed into anti-Semitism. Properly understood, his 
argument could have provided the church with ‘the best 
antidote it could have had for identifying and combating 
some of the worst evils of the Third Reich’ (N.T. Wright). 

A confession of Christian shame over its contribution 
towards anti-Semitism might therefore be expressed like 
this: 


If only Christians in the past had listened to Paul’s 
warning and challenged and corrected every attitude 
of arrogance and superiority towards the Jews 
whenever it raised its ugly head! 

If only John Chrysostom, Augustine, Aquinas, and 
Luther had soaked themselves in these chapters, and 
not written the Jewish people off as being beyond the 
pale! 

If only they had seen that these chapters were not 
intended as a theological treatise about 
predestination and freewill, but as a challenge to think 
in a truly Christian way about the people who are 
‘loved on account of the patriarchs’ (Romans 11:28)! 

If only they had got Paul’s point and tried to look 
forward to the time - even if it was not to be in their 
day - when the full number of the Jews ‘would be 
grafted into their own olive’ (Romans 11:24)! 

If only Christians today would use Paul’s words for 
the purpose of correcting wrong attitudes to the Jews, 
and not for speculating about how and when the Jews 
are going to join the church in large numbers! 


6.11 The possibility of reconciliation 


The present state of conflict between Jews and Arabs in the 
land makes it hard even to think in terms of coexistence 
between the two peoples - let alone of reconciliation. Given 
the realities of all that has happened in recent years, the 
idea that the Jews and Palestinians might actually make 
peace and be reconciled with each other may seem so 
unrealistic that it is not even worth considering as a 
possibility. 

But there are examples of reconciliation - even if only on 
a small scale. And if the alternative is mutual destruction, it 
is never too late to go back to basics and to ask what would 
be required if everyone - both participants and spectators - 
were determined to go on seeking for peace and 
reconciliation. 

Before turning to the Bible we ought to recognize that 
most cultures have their own approaches to peacemaking 
and reconciliation. If we put together these ideas from 
different traditions, these would appear to be some of the 
basic preconditions: 


e We have to admit the existence of the other and 
attempt to understand something of their experience. 


e While seeking justice for ourselves, we need to put 
aside the thirst for revenge. 


e There must be a desire for reconciliation. 
e At some stage there has to be face-to-face meeting. 


e We need to be willing to admit our faults. Even if we 
cannot bring ourselves to admit these too publicly to 
the other side, we must be willing to admit them at 
least to ourselves and to our own community. 


e There needs to be at least a willingness to forgive the 
other party. 


e We need to be able to look beyond our own interests 
and to allow the other person to claim the things that 
we have claimed for ourselves. If we, therefore, need a 
sense of identity, and claim security and independence 
for ourselves, we should be willing to allow the other 
party to claim these same things for themselves. 


e Sometimes reconciliation is only possible when there is 
a mediator. In many situations there needs to be a third 
party who is not identified with one side or the other 
and can deal fairly and evenly with both sides. 


Many of these ideas come together in ‘Resist with Peace’, an 
article written in March 2001 by Eyad El-Sarraj, a 
Palestinian psychiatrist, who lived and worked in the Gaza 
Strip: 


| was brought up to hate Jews. Jews, | was told, had 
robbed me of my home in Beir-Sheva and forced my 
people out of Palestine. Jews were monstrous killers. | 
lived dreading the day when I would meet my first 
Jew. 

In 1956, during the Suez War, when Israel occupied 
Gaza, | met him. | was 12; he was a soldier pointing a 
gun at my back as he ordered me to lead him into our 
underground dark shelter. | was terrified of the gun 
but amused that the soldier was apparently frightened 
too. | asked myself then if they have the same 
feelings as we do. 

The second Jew was shocking. It was in 1971, when 
| finished my medical degree in Alexandria and was 
driven by a Red Cross bus across the Suez Canal to 
serve in Gaza. The Israelis had then occupied Gaza 
again, along with the West Bank, Sinai desert and 
Golan Heights following their victory in the Six-Day 
War. 


| was sitting in the front seat of the bus facing an 
Israeli soldier and his gun. | was angry and frightened. 
It must have shown on my face because suddenly the 
young Israeli soldier looked at me with a reassuring 
smile and said, ‘Have you been away from your family 
for long?’ 

‘Yes,’ | said, shocked. He then said, ‘I hope you will 
find them all safe and in good health.’ | will never 
forget his face. | think that | decided then that Jews 
are humans as we are and that | would never be able 
to kill. 

Living and working in Gaza under Israeli military 
occupation for the past 30 years has been a rich but 
painful experience. | was interrogated many times. | 
was asked to ‘cooperate’. | was treated with 
arrogance, and | was fired from my job twice, and 
listened to hundreds of stories of pain and tears. But | 
met many wonderful Israelis and some became my 
friends. | learned much from them. 

One of my best friends is Tamar, a clinical 
psychologist from Tel Aviv. She called me on the eve 
of Ariel Sharon’s victory. She was depressed. While we 
were talking, | realized how Israel has turned inward, 
radicalized in fear and united behind Sharon. | 
wondered if Palestinian rocks have shaken Israeli 
democracy and were decisive in his victory. | always 
believed, but now increasingly so, that both peoples 
are trapped. 

Israelis who appear as the masters are in fact 
victims of a history of pain, suffering persecution and 
ghettos. They are surrounded by an ocean of hatred 
as Arabs could not accept defeat, and their rhetoric 
was fierce. 

Palestinians are hurt. They felt betrayed by the 
Arab regimes and unjustly treated by the Western 
world. Their anger turned into cycles of defiance and 


rage. Now they fire bullets of despair on a Suicidal 
path. 

For any peace process to succeed, people need to 
be liberated. Palestinians and Israelis have yet to 
realize that they are interdependent. 

Liberation of the Palestinians from the Israeli 
occupation of their land, from the humiliation and 
suffering, will happen when Israelis are liberated from 
their fear and insecurity. Palestinian bullets only 
strengthen Israelis’ sense of victimization and 
paranoia. 

| believe that Palestinians should take the initiative 
along the road of nonviolent resistance. Such an idea 
will not be easy to accept or implement. Some would 
argue that our culture is bent on Jihad, but Jihad does 
not exclude nonviolence. In fact, the most challenging 
Jihad is that within one’s self. 

The road of nonviolence will empower the masses 
and the individual while they learn how weakness can 
be turned into strength. It will make Israelis peer from 
behind their shield to see the Palestinian man and 
woman in their true size, in their true form. Imagine if 
we take a bus, loaded with Palestinians to Tel Aviv, not 
to explode but to meet Israelis. 

They will then be secure enough to feel, share the 
pain and empathize. And many Israelis, Jews and 
friends of peace and justice will join the struggle for 
Palestinian liberation. Palestinians will then begin to 
see the Israelis in a human form and relate to them as 
equals. Both will be ‘free at last’ and partners in 
peace.4 


Is there beyond this anything distinctive about a Christian 
approach to the idea of reconciliation? If Christians make so 
much of the idea of our reconciliation with God, one would 


expect to find teaching in the Bible about what is involved in 
reconciliation between human beings. The following are just 
some of these ideas as they are found in the Bible, and 
especially in the teaching of Jesus: 


e Jesus said that his disciples should never hate their 
enemies: ‘You have heard that it was said, “Love your 
neighbour and hate your enemy.” But I tell you: Love 
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 
that you may be sons of your Father in heaven’ 
(Matthew 5:43-45). The command ‘love your neighbour 
as yourself’ (Matthew 22:39) must mean that we must 
want for our neighbour what we want for ourselves. 


e Jesus taught that there is a close connection between 
our relationship with God and our relationships with 
fellow human beings. If we are aware that there is 
something wrong in any relationship, we need to take 
the initiative to attempt to put things right: ‘if you are 
offering your gift at the altar and there remember that 
your brother has something against you, leave your gift 
there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to 
your brother; then come and offer your gift’ (Matthew 
5:23-24). 


e At some stage in the process of reconciliation, there has 
to be face-to-face meeting. When Jacob had cheated his 
brother Esau out of his birthright, they remained 
estranged from each other for many years. It was only 
when they met face to face that the relationship could 
be restored. When they finally met and Jacob offered 
gifts to Esau, he expressed his enormous sense of relief 
in seeing his brother face to face: ‘If | have found favour 
in your eyes, accept this gift from me. For to see your 
face is like seeing the face of God, now that you have 
received me favourably’ (Genesis 33:10). 


e There needs to be at least a willingness to forgive the 
other party. Jesus linked our receiving forgiveness from 
God with our willingness to forgive others who have 
wronged us. The parable of the unforgiving servant, for 
example, shows how we cannot expect God to forgive 
us if we are unwilling to forgive other people. In the 
same spirit Paul writes, ‘Be kind and compassionate to 
one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God 
forgave you’ (Ephesians 4:32). ‘Forgiveness is to be the 
hallmark of all social relationships,’ says N.T. Wright, 
and goes on to add: ‘One only has to live for a short 
time in a society where forgiveness is not even valued 
in theory - where, for instance, “losing face” is 
regarded as one of the greatest misfortunes - to realize 
how revolutionary this challenge really is.’ 


e One of the best-known sayings of Jesus is: ‘If someone 
strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other 
also’ (Matt 5:39). Glen Stassen, writing about ‘just 
peacemaking theory’, explains the cultural background 
of this saying: 


Jesus’ teaching on the left cheek has its context where 
a person in that shame-and-honor culture is slapped 
with a demeaning, back-handed slap on the right 
cheek. Since that culture did not allow touching 
someone with your left hand, a slap on the right cheek 
would be a back-handed slap. Turning the left cheek is 
a nonviolent confrontation of the wrong; it says, ‘no 
more back-handed slaps,’ and asserts dignity, while 
raising the possibility of peacemaking. Jesus’ 
emphasis is on a nonviolent direct action of 
confrontation and peacemaking.2& 


We end, therefore, with two examples of writers whose 
thinking about reconciliation springs out of a Christian 


understanding of the way God’s love and forgiveness have 
been demonstrated in Christ. 

Naim Ateek, the Palestinian priest who was evicted from 
his home in 1948 and now lives in Jerusalem, urges his 
fellow Palestinian Christians to adopt genuinely Christian 
attitudes in the conflict: 


The challenge to the Palestinian Christians, and 
indeed of all Christians faced with situations of 
bitterness and hate, is to keep up the struggle and 
never to succumb to despair and hate. | am speaking 
out of my own experience with Israel since 1948. | 
have learned much from my father, who had to come 
to terms with the hate and resentment in his life after 
he lost everything to the Israelis in Beisan. His 
struggle was real but he did not succumb to hate. For 
when people hate, its power engulfs them and they 
are totally consumed by their hatred. So | consider the 
challenge to my fellow Palestinians to be threefold: 

Keep struggling against hate and resentment. 
Always confess that the struggle goes on and the 
battle is not over. At times you will have the upper 
hand, at times you will feel beaten down. Although it 
is extremely difficult, never let hatred completely 
overtake you. By the power of God the struggle will go 
on until the day comes when you begin to count more 
victories than defeats. 

Never stop trying to live the commandment of love 
and forgiveness. Do not dilute the strength of Jesus’ 
message: do not shun it, do not dismiss it as unreal 
and impractical. Do not cut it to your size, trying to 
make it more applicable to real life in the world. Do 
not change it so that it will suit you. Keep it as it is; 
aspire to it, desire it, and work with God for its 
achievement. 


Remember that so often it is those who have 
suffered most at the hands of others who are capable 
of offering forgiveness and love.” 


Kenneth Bailey’s story of the two sons and their father’s 
land explores what can happen when a person begins to 
seek justice for the other person and not simply for himself 
or herself. The story is part of a longer poem, ‘Ode ona 
Burning Tank: The Holy Lands, October 1973’, and was 
written immediately after the October War in 1973. It is 
based on similar stories found in both Jewish and Arab 
sources and adapts them in such a way as to draw out what 
may be distinctive in Christian thinking about reconciliation. 


A certain man had two sons. 
One was rich and the other was poor. 
The rich son had no children 
while the poor son was blessed with many sons 
and 
many daughters. 


In time the father fell ill. 
He was Sure he would not live through the week 
so on Saturday he called his sons to his side 
and gave each of them half of the land of their 
inheritance. 
Then he died. 


Before sundown the sons buried their father with 
respect 
as custom required. 


That night the rich son could not sleep. 
He said to himself, 
‘What my father did was not just. 


I am rich, my brother is poor. 

| have bread enough and to spare, 

while my brother’s children eat one day 

and trust God for the next. 

| must move the landmark which our father has set 
in 

the middle of the land so that my brother will have 
the 

greater share. 

Ah - but he must not see me. 

If he sees me he will be shamed. 

| must arise early in the morning before it is dawn 
and move 

the landmark!’ 

With this he fell asleep 

and his sleep was secure and peaceful. 


Meanwhile, the poor brother could not sleep. 
As he lay restless on his bed he said to himself, 
‘What my father did was not just. 
Here | am surrounded by the joy of my many sons 
and 
many daughters, 
while my brother daily faces the shame 
of having no sons to carry on his name 
and no daughters to comfort him in his old age. 
He should have the land of our fathers. 
Perhaps this will in part compensate him 
for his indescribable poverty. 
Ah - but if | give it to him he will be shamed. 
| must awake early in the morning before it is dawn 
and move the landmark which our father has set!’ 
With this he went to sleep 
and his sleep was secure and peaceful. 


On the first day of the week - 
very early in the morning, 
a long time before it was day, 
the two brothers met at the ancient landmarker. 
They fell with tears into each other’s arms 
And on that spot was built the city of Jerusalem.2 


The first three lines of the last stanza are an unmistakable 
echo of the account of the resurrection of Jesus in the 
Gospels of Luke and John (Luke 24:1 and John 20:1). The 
idea therefore is that belief in the resurrection of Jesus the 
Messiah makes this kind of reconciliation possible at the 
deepest level. 

If the struggle between Jews and Arabs in Israel/Palestine 
is about the land, perhaps the cross and the empty tomb 
might ultimately have something to do with establishing 
peace with justice in the land. 


6.12 Conclusions 


A passion for truth 

All who are concerned about the conflict over the land 
should demonstrate their concern by doing all they can to 
find out the truth about what has actually happened in the 
past and what is happening at the present. If Christians 
know little or nothing about the history of the conflict, or if 
they have been fed a very one-sided version of what 
happened, there is a real danger in turning first to the Bible 
to find clear interpretations of what has been happening. We 
need ‘the most complete truth’ that we can understand 
(Section 6.1). 


The problem of prejudice 

It is often prejudice that makes it difficult for people to 
acknowledge the truth about any situation. Those who are 
not themselves involved in the conflict need to beware of 


total identification with one side or the other, and try to be 
as even-handed as possible. When outsiders take their 
stand openly with one side or the other in any conflict, they 
tend to become so prejudiced and partisan in their approach 
that they lose the right and the opportunity to say anything 
positive to either side. Some believe that in this conflict it is 
possible to be ‘both pro-Jewish and pro-Arab’ at the same 
time (Section 6.2). 


The demands of the law 

If Jews appeal to the Abrahamic promise as the title deed 
which gives them the right to the land for all times, they 
automatically put themselves under the authority of the Law 
of Moses. The more they seek to interpret what has 
happened in the land in the light of the divine promise, the 
more they should be willing for their actions to be judged in 
the light of the divine law. The more they want to see recent 
history as the fulfilment of prophecy, the more they should 
be prepared to submit themselves to the demands of the 
law. If Jews are to be judged in the light of their own law, it is 
not out of place to ask questions about how they have 
acquired land and how they have treated the Arabs (Section 
6.3). 


The prophetic concern for justice 

Interpreting the Old Testament prophets today should mean 
very much more than trying to find how their predictions 
have been fulfilled in history. If, in addition to predicting 
future events, the prophets sought to interpret what was 
going on around them, our study of the prophets today 
should encourage and enable us to make moral judgments 
about all that has happened in the land in recent history. If 
God judges individuals for breaking his law, he also judges 
nations for the ways in which they break his law in their 
relationships with each other. If the prophets were 
concerned about justice for all who were oppressed, those 


who accept these scriptures ought to have the same 
concern for every individual and community in the Middle 
East which feels that it is oppressed and denied the justice 
for which it longs (Section 6.4). 


God’s judgment in history 

If God is holy and if he is in control of history, there must be 
a process of judgment that is at work in the rise and fall of 
nations. If it is true in the life of individuals that they reap 
what they sow, it must also be true for nations. One of the 
most distinctive marks of a Christian response to the conflict 
over the land should be repentance (Section 6.5). 


Suffering injustice 

Alongside every call for justice to be done, there needs to 
be an awareness that justice cannot always be done and 
that many people have to live with injustice. The figure of 
Isaiah’s Suffering Servant suggests that there should be 
something distinctive about the way in which the people of 
God respond to injustice. In some situations the way to 
overcome evil is to suffer it (Section 6.6). 


Rethinking and repentance through disaster 

If disaster forces some to despair and unbelief, others find 
ways of responding which lead not only to remorse but also 
to a deep rethinking and repentance: ‘let us examine our 
ways and test them, and let us return to the Lord’ 
(Lamentations 3:40). While fully aware of the enormity of 
what they have suffered, they are able to hold on to their 
faith in the love of God (Section 6.7). 


Jew and Gentile in the Old Testament 

Jews today believe that Zionism is one valid expression of 
Judaism in the modern world. It is hard to see, however, how 
the concept of a Jewish state in Palestine can be related to 
the universalist vision presented by several of the prophets. 


If these prophetic visions were more than pious hopes for 
the future, they challenged the whole idea of a modern 
state in which citizenship is based primarily on race and 
religion (Section 6.8). 


Jew and Gentile after Jesus the Messiah 

The New Testament writers believed that in Jesus the 
Messiah the dividing wall between Jews and Gentiles had 
been broken down. In Jesus ‘there is no longer Jew or 
Greek... for you are all one in Christ Jesus’ (Galatians 3:28). 
‘He is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into 
one... that he might create one new humanity’ (Ephesians 
2:14-15) (Section 6.9). 


The condemnation of anti-Semitism 

Gentile Christians should never think that the church has 
superseded the Jewish people or taken their place. Paul’s 
image of the olive tree suggests that instead of thinking that 
a largely Gentile church has taken the place of the Jewish 
people in the plan of God, it is nearer the truth to see 
Gentile Christians as shoots from a wild olive that are 
grafted back into the original stock. There is no place for 
Christian arrogance in relation to the Jewish people (Section 
6.10). 


The possibility of reconciliation 

While every culture and every society has its own approach 
to reconciliation, what is distinctive in the Christian 
approach arises out of the example of Christ. If ‘God was in 
Christ, reconciling the world to himself’ (2 Corinthians 5:19), 
the attitude of Jesus points to the possibility of real and 
lasting reconciliation between people (Section 6.11). 


If these are some of the ideas in the Bible that are relevant 
to the conflict over the land, how can they be worked out in 
the real world of today? 


PART 3 


Finding Ways Forward 


‘The Israeli-Palestinian conflict,’ says Avi Shlaim, ‘is one of 
the most bitter, protracted, violent and seemingly 
intractable conflicts of modern times.’ Having seen 
something of the bitterness and violence of this protracted 
conflict, we inevitably want to ask: is it as intractable as it 
seems? If there is so much that encourages cynicism and 
despair, are there any grounds for optimism? 


In Part 3 we explore further some of the crucial issues raised 
in Parts 1 and 2. If we’re not just dealing with a conflict over 
land, but engaged in a battle for the mind, these are some 
of the main areas where a war of ideas is being fought out 
and where there may be some hope of finding positive ways 
forward. 

7.1 Zionism: does Zionism face a crisis, and does the 
continuing conflict force us to ask fundamental questions 
about the Zionist vision? 

7.2 Christian Zionism: if Zionism is open to question, is 
Christian Zionism also open to question? 

7.3 Zionism and Islam: is Islam essentially incompatible 
with Zionism and can it ever come to terms with the State of 
Israel? 

7.4 Zionism and international politics: what are the 
realities of international power politics today and how do 
they affect this conflict? 


CHAPTER 7 


Realities and Possibilities Today 
‘The Things That Make for Peace’ 


As he came near and saw the city, he [Jesus] wept 
over it, saying, ‘If you, even you, had only recognized 
on this day the things that make for peace...’ 

Luke 19:41-42 (NRSV) 


| am certain that the world will judge the Jewish state 
by how it will treat the Arabs.+ 
Chaim Weizmann, in 1944 


The Arab problem is the No. 1 Jewish problem. How 
we act towards the Arabs will determine what kind of 
people we become: either oppressors and racists in 
our turn like those from whom we have suffered, or a 
nobler race able to transcend the tribal xenophobias 
that afflict mankind.2 

I.F. Stone, in 1969 


Today, for the first time since | began forming my own 
opinions, | am truly concerned about the future of the 
Zionist project.2 

Shabtai Shavit, former Mossad chief, 2014 


So far, Zionism has not been able to summon from 
within the forces that will save it from itself. It is up to 


its neck in the calamitous reality that it created in the 
West Bank.# 
Ari Shavit 


In the absence of a comprehensive settlement, the 
entire Middle East, Israel included, will be condemned 
to perpetual strife, violence and bloodshed... 
Reconciliation cannot be imposed by the strong on the 
weak. Genuine reconciliation can only grow out of 
mutual respect and equality. 

Avi Shlaim 


We would not like to dominate another people against 
their will... It is a moral issue. It is a political issue. 
Throughout our history as Jewish people, we have 
never dominated other people, and whoever 
dominated us disappeared from history. We do not 
want to copy that.® 

Shimon Peres 


If 1948 was a just war, then Israel’s subsequent 
actions, however unpleasant, were in defence of a just 
cause. If Israel was born morally tainted, however, 
then it remains for ever besmirched and nothing it 
does, especially in its conflict with the Palestinians, is 
morally defensible.Z 

Anton La Guardia 


All key issues in the Middle East are inextricably 
linked.® 
James Baker, US Secretary of State, 2006 


Rabin knew that if they [Jewish fundamentalist 
settlers] were to succeed, if the conflict were to be 
theologized, there never would be peace. For, to 


theological conflict, there are no compromises, and 
therefore no solutions.2 
Martin Gilbert 


The beliefs that people hold about the meaning of the 
Holy Land are part of the problem, but they are also 
part of the solution.22 

Mark Braverman 


Theologically speaking, what is at stake today in the 
political conflict over the land of the West Bank and 
Gaza is nothing less than the way we understand the 
nature of God. 

Naim Stefan Ateek 


7.1 Zionism 


Does the continuing conflict force us to ask fundamental 
questions about the Zionist vision? 

We have seen how increasing anti-Semitism in Eastern 
Europe aroused in many Jews the dream of a ‘return to 
Zion’, and how Theodor Herzl played a crucial role in giving 
shape and direction to the Zionist movement (sections 2.1 
and 2.2). We have also seen that there have been different 
Zionisms - different visions of what the Jewish homeland in 
Palestine should look like (sections 2.1, 2.2, and 3.6). The 
Arabs did not object in principle to Jewish immigrants 
coming into the country; they only began to resist when 
they saw what some of the immigrants were doing and what 
they were aiming to achieve. The negative responses of the 
Palestinian Arabs to the Zionist movement, therefore, meant 
that at several crucial stages it was the more 
confrontational forms of Zionism that prevailed and 
determined the direction in which the movement developed. 

Is it an exaggeration to suggest that Zionism today faces 
a crisis? The ongoing conflict in the land should at the very 


least force us to ask some basic questions about the original 
Zionist vision. If we can’t put all the blame on the Arabs for 
their response, could there have been something 
problematic about the original Zionist dream? Can we 
pinpoint some of the key areas in which people have 
questioned the fundamental assumptions of the early 
Zionists? 

An exercise of this kind is not being wise after the event, 
since all of these issues have been raised by Jews both 
inside and outside the movement, by Palestinian Arabs, or 
by observers in one form or another at many stages in the 
conflict. ‘Somewhere, if only subconsciously,’ says 
Jacqueline Rose, ‘Zionism always knew full well what it 
was doing to itself and to the Palestinians.’42 The following, 
therefore, are five of the most significant observations and 
judgments that have been made about the whole Zionist 
enterprise. 


Zionists have generally found it difficult to come to 
terms with the Palestinians 

The land was already inhabited and largely Arab - and the 
Zionists knew it. So how did they proceed? Inevitably there 
was an element of deception. Herzl and Weizmann gave 
assurances to the Arabs, but their real intentions gradually 
became evident to the Arabs and are now there for 
everyone to read in their diaries. Norman Finkelstein has 
suggested that Ben-Gurion’s denial of the conflict for a 
period of twenty years was 


a calculated tactic, born of pragmatism rather than 
profoundly of conviction. The idea that Jews and Arabs 
could reconcile their differences... was a delaying 
tactic. Once the Yishuv had gained strength, Ben- 
Gurion abandoned it. This belief in a compromise 
solution... was also a tactic, designed to win continued 
British support for Zionism.+3 


In other words, the Zionists could hardly have survived if 
they had openly declared their ultimate goal from the 
beginning. 

Alongside this deception there was a profound 
unwillingness to understand the Arabs, to integrate with 
them, or to allow that they might have the same aspirations 
as the Zionists had themselves. This is how David Vital in 
his book The Origins of Zionism sums up the attitudes of the 
visionaries of the ‘Lovers of Zion’ in the nineteenth century: 


The question of the future relations between the Jews 
of Eretz-Israel on the one hand and the Arabs and 
members of other ethnic and religious communities in 
the country on the other did not register in their 
minds... All in all, it is difficult not to conclude that 
they assumed that the manifest legitimacy of their 
ideas and the sheer force of their personal example 
would suffice to ensure their moral supremacy in the 
evolving society around them and the acceptance of 
their leadership and guidance by all concerned.14 


Similarly Simha Flapan, in Zionism and the Palestinians, 
writes of the inability of the Jews - right up to the present 
day - to come to terms with the Palestinians: 


When the former Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir was 
criticized for her widely publicized pronouncement 
that ‘there is no such thing as a Palestinian people’, it 
escaped the notice of her critics that the view she 
expressed was the cornerstone of Zionist policy, 
initiated by Weizmann and faithfully carried out by 
Ben-Gurion and his successors. This policy has been 
pursued despite abundant proof of the tenacity with 
which the Palestinians have clung to their national 
identity in the most adverse circumstances. 


Non-recognition of the Palestinians remains until 
the present the basic tenet of Israel’s policy-makers 
who, like the Zionist leadership before 1948, nurture 
the illusion that the Palestinian national problem 
disappeared with the creation of the state of Jordan, 
leaving only the residual humanitarian problem of the 
refugees to be solved.+2 


Israel Zangwill, a British Jew, writing in 1905, was very 
aware of the problems faced by the Zionists in Palestine: 


[We] must be prepared either to drive out the [Arab] 
tribes in possession as our forefathers did or to 
grapple with the problem of a large alien population, 
mostly Mohammedan and accustomed for centuries to 
despise us.1& 


Arthur Ruppin, speaking immediately after the First World 
War: 


The Arab hatred towards us is to a great extent our 
own fault... Zionism will end in catastrophe if we do 
not succeed in finding a common platform [and] 
unless we gain friends and understanding to our 
interests in the wider Arab world...24 


David Ben-Gurion was very frank about the realities of the 
conflict and the clash of the two nationalisms: 


Everybody sees a difficulty in the question of relations 
between Arabs and Jews. But not everybody sees that 
there is no solution to the question. No solution! There 
is a gulf and nothing can fill this gulf. It is possible to 

resolve the conflict between Jewish and Arab interests 
(only) by sophistry. | do not know what Arab will agree 


that Palestine should belong to the Jews... We, as a 
nation, want this country to be ours; the Arabs, as a 
nation, want this country to be theirs.12 


The difficulty that Jews experienced in coming to terms with 
the Palestinians was demonstrated very clearly in the 
conflict that continued after the establishment of the State 
of Israel. This is how Arno J. Mayer writes about the driving 
out of Arabs in 1948 and 1949, the resulting refugee 
problem, the refusal of the Israeli authorities to allow 
refugees to return, and the Law of Return which encourages 
Jews to come to the land and become Israeli citizens: 


The position [over the return of refugees] reiterated 
official Zionism’s old readiness, from Herzl on, to 
resettle or if need be drive out the Palestinian Arabs. 
This animus towards the refugees and the 
Supremacism implicit in it were exposed by the 
internal critics, starting with Ahad Haam. The Yishuv’s 
failure to address the Arab Question emphatically, 
which Magnes had called Zionism’s ‘sin of omission,’ 
became the original sin of Israel’s foundation... 

In 1950, just when Ben-Gurion and his team 
decided to block the return of and compensation for 
the Palestinian refugees, the Knesset unanimously 
adopt the Law of Return, allowing any Jew of the 


diaspora to immigrate and acquire Israeli citizenship... 
19 


Part of the tragedy that we see unfolding at the present 
time, therefore, is that the majority of Jews in the land who 
have been so intent on establishing their own national 
identity have generally found it impossible to allow 
Palestinian Arabs to do the same. In affirming their own 
right to be a people and a nation, they have consistently 


denied that right to the people who happened to be living in 
the land before they arrived. If they have thought about the 
possibility of coexistence with the Palestinian presence 
alongside them, it has generally been only on their own 
terms. 


Violence was implicit in the original vision of Zionism 
Even as early as 1841 it was possible for David Millard, an 
American Christian preacher, to reach this conclusion after a 
visit to the Holy Land: 


Should the time ever take place when the Jews shall 
again possess the land of their fathers, a very 
important overturn must first take place with the 
nations and tribes that surround it. The land is at 
present inhabited by native Arabs, who till the soil and 
mainly people the towns and villages. The question 
arises, how are these inhabitants to be dispossessed 
of the land? Is a purchase contemplated? Who, or 
what power is to enforce such a purchase, and where 
would the present inhabitants emigrate to? Or is it 
contemplated that they are to be driven out by the 
sword? This, | am convinced is the only means by 
which the land can be cleared of its present 
population. But in this case, the native inhabitants 
would, of course, be driven back upon Arabia, which 
bends like a crescent round the south and east of the 
Holy Land. The present inhabitants would not thus be 
driven out without obstinacy and bloodshed, carrying 
with them at the same time, the most malignant 
inveteracy. From Arabia, aided by other tribes, they 
would sally from time to time, to ravage and lay waste 
the whole land. In that case, the Jews could not 
protect themselves, and must fall a prey to the tribes 
of Ishmael. Nor could a standing army, kept by the 
powers of Europe, protect them.22 


Being ‘driven out by the sword’ and ‘bloodshed’ seemed to 
Millard to be ‘the only means by which the land could be 
cleared’. This was not someone writing with the benefit of 
hindsight, but someone who, as early as 1841 - forty years 
before Jewish immigration began to increase - was aware of 
Jewish hopes of return to the land (which were supported by 
many Christians) and was simply visiting the land as a 
pilgrim/tourist. He could understand facts on the ground 
well enough to predict accurately what would be involved in 
a widespread return of Jews to the land. 

David Hirst is convinced that for Theodor Herz! 
‘violence... was implicit in Zionism from the outset’ and that 
Palestinian violence was to a large extent a response to the 
violence that was done to them: 


The prophet of Zionism foresaw that coercion and 
physical force were inevitable; they were not 
unfortunate necessities thrust, unforeseen, on his 
followers. To his diaries, not published until twenty-six 
years after his death in 1904, Herzl confided the 
beliefs which, in his public utterances, he had been 
careful to omit: that military power was an essential 
component of his strategy and that, ideally, the 
Zionists should acquire the land of their choice by 
armed conquest... 

‘Qui veut la fin, veut les moyens’ (‘he who desires 
the end desires the means’) is a saying which Herzl 
cited with approval. But in proposing such an end - a 
Jewish State in Palestine - and such means he was 
proposing a great deception, and laying open his 
whole movement to the subsequent charge that in 
any true historical perspective the Zionists were the 
Original aggressors in the Middle East, the real 
pioneers of violence, and that Arab violence, however 


cruel and fanatical it might eventually become, was 
an inevitable reaction to theirs.2+ 


Norman Finkelstein comes to the same conclusion: 


Mainstream Zionism adapted its tactics to 
accommodate new contingencies. But force was a 
constant throughout. Zionism did not come to use 
force despite itself. The recourse to force was not 
circumstantial. It was ‘inherent’ in the aim of 
transforming Palestine, with its overwhelmingly Arab 
population, into a Jewish state... 

None of the Zionist movement’s standard 
rationales - divine right, historical right, compelling 
need - could justify its aim to transform Palestine into 
a Jewish state. A violent conflict with the indigenous 
Arab population was thus inevitable. As the dissident 
Zionist intellectual Judah Magnes succinctly put it, 
‘The slogan Jewish state... is equivalent, in effect, toa 
declaration of war by the Jews on the Arabs.22 


Arthur Ruppin, head of land purchasing for the Jewish 
National Fund, writing in 1930, was fully aware of the 
implications of the Zionist drive to acquire land: 


On every side where we purchase land and where we 
settle people the present cultivators will inevitably be 
dispossessed. There is no alternative, but that lives 
should be lost. It is our destiny to be in a state of 
continual warfare with the Arabs.22 


Hannah Arendt predicted in May 1948: 


The ‘victorious’ Jews would live surrounded by an 
entirely hostile Arab population, secluded inside ever- 


threatened borders, absorbed with physical self- 
defense to a degree that would submerge all other 
interests and activities. ..24 


Even before the Zionist movement and the ensuing conflict 
began, therefore, and at many stages along the way it was 
obvious that the Zionist dream could never be fulfilled 
without violence. It was almost inevitable that the people 
who set the pace and pushed the Zionist movement forward 
at crucial stages were not the moderates who wanted 
peaceful coexistence with the Arabs, but the leaders with 
more aggressive and hard-line approaches. A more gentle 
and peaceful approach would never have brought the state 
to where it is today. The violence involved in the present 
confrontation in the West Bank and Gaza has been implicit 
from the beginning. 


A Jewish state requires a majority that has political 
power 
At the beginning of the process of immigration the Jews 
were outnumbered by twenty to one. If Jews had returned to 
the land simply to find a homeland, a haven from 
persecution, and had determined to find a political formula 
that recognized both the demographic facts as well as the 
aspirations of the Palestinian Arabs, there might never have 
been any conflict. But as long as the Zionists believed that 
the Jewish homeland meant the Jewish state, they had to 
work for the time when Jews would eventually outnumber 
the Arabs and take over power. The refusal of leading 
Zionists to consider any kind of power-sharing with the 
Palestinians, and their insistence on creating a Jewish state 
in which they themselves were the majority and in control, 
would inevitably put the Palestinians in the position of being 
a minority of second-class citizens. 

Arthur Ruppin had reached this kind of conclusion as 
early as 1913, when he made a significant speech to the 


Zionist Congress. Amy Dockser Marcus explains how 
Ruppin’s views seem so self-evident to most Israelis today: 


In 1913, [Ruppin] had sounded audacious when he 
told delegates to the Zionist Congress that they 
should attempt to become the majority in Palestine... 

It had taken others in the Zionist movement 
decades after the founding of Israel to come to the 
Same conclusions that Ruppin had reached long 
before Israel was even a state - that what the Zionists 
perceived as the advantages of their presence in 
Palestine would not move the Arab side to give up 
their own ideological positions. And he had 
understood in 1913 what Israeli politicians have 
publicly started articulating only in the last few years 
- namely, that the notion of a Jewish state meant 
nothing if there was not a Jewish majority living in that 
state.22 


Martin Buber, the Jewish philosopher who died in 
Jerusalem in 1965, repeatedly addressed the question of 
numbers and the balance of power between the Jews and 
Arabs. He argued repeatedly for a binational state in which 
there was proportionate power-sharing between the two 
communities. Paul Mendes-Flohr has described Buber’s 
challenge to the Zionists in this way: 


From as far back as the time of the Balfour 
Declaration on through to the end of his life, Martin 
Buber was earnestly reminding his fellow Zionists of 
the moral dimensions of Zionism - specifically in 
terms of the Arab problem... Buber essentially saw the 
entire Zionist enterprise as a test of Jewish humanism 
and morality... He was an enthusiastic supporter of 
the return of the Jews to their land. But he never 


forgot that... two peoples exist in that land. For this 
reason, he maintained some positions that were 
extremely unpopular with his fellow Zionists. 

Some of those positions - like not insisting on a 
Jewish majority in Palestine - stagger the imagination 
today. But... such an idea was grounded in what Buber 
insisted was the utter realism dictating his moral 
stance. 

The prevailing Zionist view had long been to settle 
as many Jews as possible in the Land of Israel. Only by 
creating facts on the ground, and by eventually 
establishing a Jewish majority, would the Jews be able 
to assert sovereignty here and neutralize Arab claims. 

Buber, however, violently disagreed with this 
approach. Instead of aiming to settle as many Jews as 
possible, he argued for settling only as many Jews as 
necessary. That’s because he believed that with two 
peoples in the land, sovereignty had to be shared ona 
parity basis. So he wanted as many Jews here as 
would be necessary to allow Jewish national life to 
flourish - but not so many that a majority rule would 
be artificially imposed at the expense of others. 

Buber argued further that this was the only morally 
realistic approach to the problem of two national 
groups residing in one territory. Mass immigration 
would only alert the Arabs to the threat of being 
displaced, which would then lead to resistance, 
bloodshed and suffering on both sides. 

It didn’t matter if the Arabs had been in Palestine 
for hundreds of years or for just a few generations. 
They were there, they were human facts, and they 
had to be accommodated. In fact, Buber reasoned, 
the Jews were the interlopers, the newcomers, and as 
such it was incumbent on them to establish and earn 
the trust of the Arabs. 


In other words, Buber saw the Zionist problem as 
one of pursuing national goals while avoiding the 
dangers of nationalism... If such things as theft and 
killing and domination are hateful to us in our 
personal morality, how can we sanction them ona 
national level? People in fact do accept these things 
on a national level, in the name of the so-called 
greater good. 

Buber insisted that Zionism not be guilty of such 
hypocrisy. This was precisely the message that our 
prophets were forever levelling at our kings, and to 
ignore their moral message, Buber said, was to ignore 
the essence of Jewish civilization... 

He was rejecting the tragic principle of realpolitik, 
which says that morality is irrelevant... He was 
concerned about the problems arising out of what he 
saw as the reality of the situation. So he 
acknowledged that the assertion of Jewish national 
rights would have to entail encroaching on Arab 
rights. But what he insisted on was keeping that 
encroachment to a minimum. 

The way he expressed it was we must not sin more 
than is necessary. | think that’s an awfully good way of 
putting it. It’s something that as a nation we’re 
wrestling with right now - or at least perhaps ought to 
be...26 


This is how Buber himself, in an article entitled ‘Zionism and 
“Zionism”’ and written in May 1948 at the time of the 
creation of Israel, expressed his despair at the way his own 
kind of moral or spiritual Zionism had been overtaken by an 
nationalistic Zionism which was concerned about 
sovereignty and independence: 


From the beginning modern Zionism contained two 
basic tendencies which were opposed to each other in 
the most thoroughgoing way, an internal contradiction 
that reaches to the depths of human existence... This 
sort of ‘Zionism’ blasohemes the name of Zion; it is 
nothing more than one of the crude forms of 
nationalism which acknowledges no master above the 
apparent (!) interest of the nation... 

Instead of the aspiration of becoming a leading and 
active group within the framework of a Near Eastern 
Union, there has come the goal of establishing a small 
state which is endangered in that it stands in 
perpetual opposition to its geo-political environment 
and must apply its best forces to military activity 
instead of applying them to social and cultural 
enterprises. 

This is the demand for which we are waging war 
today. 

Fifty years ago, when | joined the Zionist movement 
for the rebirth of Israel, my heart was whole. Today it 
is torn. The war being waged for a political structure 
risks becoming a war of national survival at any 
moment. Thus against my will | participate in it with 
my own being, and my heart trembles like that of any 
other Israeli. | cannot, however, even be joyful in 
anticipating victory, for | fear lest the significance of 
Jewish victory be the downfall of Zionism. 


Zionism and the idea of a Jewish state inevitably 
contains an element of racial and/or religious 
discrimination 

Any accusations concerning racism can be so explosive that 
it is important to begin our discussion with the thinking of 
Theodor Herzl, which led him to dream of the creation of a 
Jewish state, a state for Jews. Shlomo Avineri’s Theodor 


Herzl and the Foundation of the Jewish State traces the 
development of his thinking. Herzl believed that instead of 
emphasizing Judaism as a religion, Jews should think of 
themselves as a nation. They should think of themselves as 
a nation like all other nations, and their sense of being a 
nation could only be expressed through the creation of 
some kind of nation-state. His plan of action, put forward in 
The Jewish State, is summarized by Avineri in this way: 


Emancipation... had not solved the problem of Jewish 
identity. Despite all the Jews’ efforts ‘to be like all the 
nations’ they were rejected. The only possible solution 
was a national-territorial one, a new and distinct 
political entity. Herzl’s diagnosis was that it was a 
matter not of individual rights of the Jews but of the 
rights of the Jewish collective. They had to reclaim 
their standing as a nation among nations, and re- 
establish a Jewish polity.2® 


The crucial steps for Herzl, therefore, were from people to 
nation and then from nation to state. But were these 
inevitable steps? One can understand Jews insisting that 
they are a people who are ethnically different from other 
peoples. But it’s a huge jump from people to nation. And in 
the nineteenth-century European context, ‘nation’ must 
have meant ‘nation-state’, and ‘the Jewish state’ would 
mean a state in which the Jews are ruling themselves and 
have created all the institutions required for running a 
modern state. 

We have already seen that the Jewish community in 
Palestine in 1897 - including immigrants and those whose 
ancestors had been in the land since biblical times - 
numbered no more than around 7 per cent of the total. The 
breathtakingly bold vision, therefore, that Herzl held out to 
the Jewish people was that this tiny minority of their people 


in Palestine would grow both in numbers and power until it 
could constitute itself as a modern state like any other 
nation-state. 

The main obstacle to the realization of the Zionist vision 
at the time was that Palestine was part of the Ottoman 
empire, and the dream could only be fully realized if and 
when Ottoman rule came to an end. But as Herzl and his 
followers thought about the implementation of their vision, 
was there any expectation that Jewish immigrants would 
learn Arabic, try to integrate into the existing Arab 
population, and eventually create some kind of democratic 
power-sharing arrangement with the Arabs? Or did they 
want to create a Jewish community that was as self- 
contained and self-supporting as possible? Clearly there 
were Zionists who did not want a Jewish majority and who 
genuinely wanted some kind of integration with the Arabs. 
But they were quickly overtaken by other Zionists who were 
determined to realize Herzl’s vision of a fully fledged Jewish 
state. Assertions that Jews and Arabs would be equal 
citizens don’t sound at all convincing if it’s the Jews who 
have created all the institutions and the state insists on 
calling itself ‘the Jewish state’. 

Edward Said speaks about the anomaly of having a 
state 


whose main purpose is to establish and enshrine 
Jewishness alone as its raison d’étre... Israel is the 
only state in the world which is not the state of its 
actual citizens, but of the whole Jewish people, who 
consequently have rights that non-Jews do not.22 


Three Jewish writers all express the same concerns about 
nationhood and nationality being determined by race and 
religion: 


A national Jewish Palestine must necessarily mean a 
state founded on a peculiar race, a tribal religion, and 
a mystic belief in a peculiar soil.22 

Morris Cohen 


It is one of the defining problems of Zionism that it 
imported into the Middle East a Central European 
concept of nationhood in the throes of decline. This 
was a concept of organic nationhood, founded on 
ethnicity and blood... Israel inscribes at its heart the 
very version of nationhood from which the Jewish 
people had had to flee. 

Jacqueline Rose 


Israel itself is a multicultural society in all but name; 
yet it remains distinctive among democratic states in 
its resort to ethnoreligious criteria with which to 
denominate and rank its citizens. It is an oddity 
among modern nation states not - as its more 
paranoid supporters assert - because it is a Jewish 
state and no one wants the Jews to have a state; but 
because it is a Jewish state in which one community - 
Jews - it set above others, in an age when that sort of 
state has no place.24 

Tony Judt 


If non-Jews can understand the instincts of Jews that have 
made them feel that the only place in the world where they 
can feel safe is in a Jewish state, is it possible for Jews to 
understand why many non-Jews (as well as many Jews) feel 
obliged to draw attention to the inevitable exclusivity at the 
heart of this vision? If we agree to put aside the simplistic 
charge that ‘Zionism is racism’, can we not at least be 
willing to address the issue that lies at the heart of this 
incredibly sensitive issue? 


A Jewish state has not solved the problem of anti- 
Semitism 

Shlomo Avineri summarizes Herzl’s answer to this 
question in this way: 


Some might think, Herzl maintained, that ‘The Jews, 
once settled in their own state, would probably have 
no more enemies.’ This could lead to a situation in 
which, because they would be ‘well-off and serene, 
and since prosperity enfeebles and causes decline, 
they might soon disappear altogether.’ Herzl’s 
response was that the Jews would always have 
enemies. He had no illusion that the creation of a 
Jewish state would end anti-Semitism, although it 
would reduce it by eliminating the constant friction 
between Jews and non-Jews. But he wrote: 

‘I think the Jews will always have sufficient 
enemies, just as every other nation has. But once 
settled in their own land, it will no longer be possible 
for them to scatter all over the world. The Diaspora 
cannot take place again, unless the civilization of the 
whole earth were to collapse; and sucha 
consummation could be feared by none but foolish 
men. Our present civilization possesses weapons 
powerful enough for its self-defence.’ 

His characteristic cultural pessimism led Herzl to 
deduce that modern Jew-hatred could not be ended in 
Europe, but nevertheless believed that modern 
culture was immune to catastrophes and atrocities. 
Yet he knew that the Jews need never worry that they 
would lack an ‘enemy’ to spur them into social 
solidarity - the war against anti-Semitism would give 
them plenty to fight against, even after the 
attainment of Jewish sovereignty.22 


Herzl believed, therefore, that while the creation of the 
Jewish state would have the effect of ‘eliminating the 
constant friction between Jews and non-Jews’, it would 
merely reduce anti-Semitism, but not bring it to an end. And 
what is the verdict of history on Herzl’s hopes and 
expectations? Uri Avnery observed around 2003 that 
‘Israel under Sharon has become “a laboratory for the 
growing of the anti-semitic virus”.’24 

And some words written by Andrew Kirk in 1986 sound 
equally relevant in 2015: 


The existence and policies of Israel have also in other 
parts of the world increased anti-Jewish sentiments. In 
many Arab countries the state of Israel has caused 
the very anti-Semitism it was designed in part to 
alleviate... the presence again of Jews after 1,800 
years in Palestine... is like a transplanted organ which 
the rest of the body rejects. It could well be argued, 
simply from observation, that pro-Zionism often fans 
the flames of anti-Semitism.22 


One of the ironies - or the tragedies - in what has happened 
is that, having escaped from anti-Semitism in Europe (which 
developed out of a pernicious convergence of theological, 
social, political, and economic factors), Jews have imposed 
themselves on people who have a different set of reasons 
for antipathy towards them. 

Zionists can dismiss this kind of critique of Zionist 
ideology when it comes from outside the Jewish community 
and when it seems like being wise after the event. But what 
if these same concerns have been expressed not just within 
the Jewish community, but within the Zionist movement 
itself, and when they have been expressed at many stages 
in the past? When they respond by saying that such 
criticisms are nothing more nor less than anti-Semitism, it 


seems as if they have played the trump card and brought 
the discussion to an end. This is how Jacqueline Rose 
responds to the accusations of anti-Semitism: 


‘Who is the true friend of Israel,’ asks Daniel Ben- 
Simon, ‘the loving critic or the unthinking patriot?’ - 
or, in the words of Gideon Levy, famous campaigning 
journalist on behalf of Palestinians, also of Ha-aretz, 
‘Is the true friend of Israel one who identifies with it 
automatically, or one who wants it to be just?’ 

‘Many good people who feel no hatred towards the 
Jews but who detest the persecution of the 
Palestinians,’ Uri Avnery writes, ‘are now called anti- 
Semites.’ Instead one might argue, as Arendt for 
example argued, that seeing the Jews’ predicament as 
expressive of eternal anti-Semitism, rather than as 
part and parcel of the political realities of the modern 
world, was, and continues to be, one of political 
Zionism’s most fundamental mistakes. ‘My son Arik 
was not murdered because he was Jewish,’ writes 
Yitzak Frankenthal, whose son was killed during an 
attack by Palestinian fighters, ‘but because he is part 
of a nation that occupies the territory of another. | 
know that these are concepts that are unpalatable, 
but | must voice them loud and clear because they 
come from the heart - the heart of a father whose son 
did not get to live because his people were blinded 
with power.’2& 


In making these observations and judgments about Zionism, 
we are not for a moment questioning the legitimacy of the 
State of Israel. We are simply suggesting that the crisis that 
Israel faces at the present time - in particular over what to 
do with East Jerusalem and the West Bank - encourages us 
to ask questions about the way the Zionist movement has 


developed. It didn’t have to develop in this way, since at 
many stages Zionists of different kinds were deeply 
disturbed over the choices being made by the leadership. 
They were voicing their concerns even before the end of the 
nineteenth century. 

To raise these questions, therefore, has nothing to do 
with anti-Judaism or anti-Semitism. It’s not anti-Zionism as 
such, but a critique of the particular kind of Zionism which 
has prevailed. And it’s not saying anything that hasn’t been 
said by Jews - even by Zionists - at many stages in the 
history of the Zionist movement. The present crisis that is 
facing Israel has brought to the surface problems and 
difficult questions which have been at the heart of Zionism 
from the beginning. 


7.2 Christian Zionism 


Christian Zionism can be defined simply as ‘Christian 
support for Zionism that is based on theological reasons’. 
Christian Zionists believe that the establishment of the 
Jewish state is a very significant part of God’s plan for the 
Jewish people and for the world, and that for this reason 
they should support the State of Israel. This is how one 
Christian Zionist website defines Christian Zionism and 
describes its relationship to Zionism: 


Zionism is an international movement for the return of 
the Jewish people to Zion, the land of Israel, while 
exercising the right to retain authority of government 
over the state of Israel, which was promised to them 
in the Hebrew Scriptures. The roots for Zionism lie in 
Genesis chapters 12 and 15, in which God makes a 
covenant with Abraham promising him that his 
descendants would inherit the land between Egypt 
and the Euphrates River... 


Associated with Jewish Zionism is Christian 
Zionism. Christian Zionism is simply Gentile support of 
Jewish Zionism as based on the promises to Israel 
found in the Bible, passages such as Jeremiah 32 and 
Ezekiel 34. Christian Zionists are primarily evangelical 
and give support in any way possible to the Jewish 
state of Israel. The return of the Jews to the Promised 
Land is the fulfillment of prophecy and is seen, 
especially by dispensationalists, as a sign that the 
world has entered the end times.24 


This definition of Christian Zionism would exclude the view 
of those Christians who might call themselves ‘Zionists’ in 
the sense that they support the idea that there should be a 
Jewish state in at least part of the land. They believe that 
Jews have a right to some of the land and that, because of 
the animosities between the two communities, the only 
viable solution is to have a Jewish state and a Palestinian 
state. Although Christians who hold this view might call 
themselves ‘Zionists’, they would not be included in the 
above definition of ‘Christian Zionism’ because their support 
of Zionism is not based on theological considerations. 

We have already noted three quite different starting 
points that Christians adopt in trying to relate their 
approach to the conflict over the land to their interpretation 
of the Bible (see Section 3.10). Those who adopt the first 
approach (described as Restorationists and 
Dispensationalists) tend towards some kind of Christian 
Zionism because their support for Zionism and Israel is 
based on the way they interpret the Bible. It is important, 
however, to appreciate the differences between Christian 
Zionism and Restorationism, as explained by Wilrens L. 
Hornstra: 


Restorationism and Christian Zionism are two terms, 
and we are indeed speaking of two things here not 
just one. They deserve to be carefully distinguished, 
even though they overlap. Restorationism is first and 
foremost a theological idea and an expectation: as 
part of the eschaton, God will restore the Jews to the 
Holy Land. Its origin can be found in British Puritanism 
roughly around 1600. It is possible to draw political 
inferences from it, but for several centuries, not many 
people did this. Perhaps this is its most striking 
feature: apart from engaging in evangelistic outreach 
to Jews, the overwhelming majority of Restorationists 
have been remarkably passive. Even in 1948 and 
later, passive observation, not active support, 
remained the norm. 

Christian Zionism, on the other hand, is anything 
but passive. For theological reasons, Christian Zionists 
ardently support the State of Israel. Already the name 
suggests a political and ideological dimension that is 
missing in Restorationism. Christian Zionism is much 
younger than Restorationism. It did not emerge as a 
coherent and recognizable movement until the 1970s. 
There were of course certain forerunners of the 
movement in the 19* and early 20" centuries, but 
they were not many... For this reason, it seems not 
quite accurate to speak of a Christian Zionist 
movement for the period before 1970, with the 
possible exception of 19th century England, where 
Restorationism became endemic and did lead to 
several political initiatives; but even there only a small 
number of people were activists.28 


Dispensationalism is a theological system that was built on 
to Restorationism and based on ideas that were first 
developed from the 1830s onwards by an Irishman, John 


Nelson Darby, and popularized by men like William E. 
Blackstone in the USA and by the Schofield Reference Bible 
(1909). The name refers to their fundamental belief that 
history has to be divided into a number of different periods 
of time or ‘dispensations’. In each of these periods ‘God 
reveals a particular purpose to be accomplished in that 
period, to which men respond in faith or unbelief.’22 

These ideas were popularized by writers like Hal Lindsey, 
whose first book, Late Great Planet Earth, was first 
published in 1970, and more recently by teachers such as 
John Hagee. This worldview has been communicated very 
skilfully since the 1980s through the books of the Left 
Behind series, by Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins. Presented 
as a kind of science fiction which is especially popular 
among children and young people, the story assumes that 
at some time in the (near) future, history will begin to unfold 
according to the scheme agreed on by Dispensationalists. 
The basic message of the series is described on the cover of 
the first book, The Vanishings, in these dramatic terms: 


In one shocking moment millions around the globe 
disappear. Those left behind face an uncertain future - 
especially four kids who now find themselves alone. 
As the kids search for help and for answers, they are 
told the truth behind the disappearances. But are they 
ready to believe it? 

In this new series based on the bestselling book 
Left Behind, Jerry B. Jenkins and Tim LaHaye present 
the Rapture and Tribulation through the eyes of four 
young friends - Judd, Vicki, Lionel and Ryan. As the 
world falls in around them, they band together to find 
faith and fight the evil forces that threaten their lives. 


According to this way of understanding history, we are at 
present living in the dispensation of ‘grace’, and this will be 


followed by ‘the millennium’ (see Section 5.7). What is 
specially significant for us about this view of history is that, 
in the words of Timothy Weber, ‘the key to this entire 
prophetic plan is the refounding of Israel as a nation state in 
Palestine. Without Israel the whole plan falls apart.’42 

The significance of Dispensationalism is summed up by 
Stephen Sizer: 


Dispensationalism is one of the most influential 
theological systems within the universal church today. 
Largely unrecognized and subliminal, it has 
increasingly shaped the presuppositions of 
fundamentalist, evangelical, Pentecostal and 
charismatic thinking concerning Israel and Palestine 
over the past 150 years... dispensationalism is now ‘a 
theological system that in all probability is the 
majority report among current American evangelicals’ 
(Gerstner).44 


He summarizes the main features of the Dispensationalist 
view of how the history of the world will come to its climax 
in Jerusalem: 


Crucial to the dispensationalist reading of biblical 
prophecy is the conviction that the period of 
tribulation is imminent, along with the secret rapture 
of the church and the rebuilding of the Jewish temple 
in place of, or alongside, the Dome of the Rock. This 
will signal the return of the Lord to restore the 
kingdom to Israel centred on Jerusalem. This pivotal 
event is also seen as the trigger for the start of the 
war of Armageddon, in which most of the world’s 
population, together with large numbers of Jews, will 
suffer and die (Hal Lindsey) .44 


He also points out that Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan 
were Dispensationalists, and that Billy Graham and virtually 
all the ‘televangelists’ of the 1980s and 1990s such as Jerry 
Falwell, Pat Robertson, and Jimmy Swaggart belonged to the 
same school. The influence of this system has been so 
pervasive that many people have absorbed this way of 
thinking without knowing it - for example, from simple Bible 
teaching and from maps and charts on the wall at Sunday 
school. Dispensationalists therefore ‘think the Promised 
Land belongs to them as much as it does to Israelis’ 
(Timothy P. Weber). They may not even know the word 
‘Dispensationalism’, but all the essential ideas of the system 
have come to be taken for granted by them as essential 
Christian beliefs. 


Basic Assumptions of Christian Zionism 

Restorationists, Dispensationalists, and Christian Zionists 
frequently differ among themselves in their interpretation of 
the Bible and their political views. All of them, however, 
would probably accept four basic assumptions, which can be 
summarized as follows and illustrated from statements by 
different Christians who have held these views over the last 
120 years. 


A divine right to the land 
The Jews have a divine right to the land for all times. The 
land belongs to Jews because of God’s promise to Abraham. 


According to God’s distribution of nations, the land of 
Israel has been given to the Jewish people by God as 
an everlasting possession by an eternal covenant. The 
Jewish people have the absolute right to possess and 
dwell in the land, including Judea, Samaria, Gaza and 
Golan. 

Third International Christian Zionist Congress, 
1996 


The fulfilment of God’s promises 

The return of Jews to the land in the last 130 years and the 
establishment of the State of Israel should be (or can be) 
interpreted as a fulfilment of Old Testament promises and 
prophecies concerning the land, or at the very least as signs 
of God’s continuing mercy and faithfulness to the Jewish 
people. 


Zionism is a new power in the world and has come to 
Stay. Its object is the arrangement of the national 
future of the Jews. Consciously or unconsciously, the 
Zionists are working out God’s purposes for His 
ancient people, namely, their return to the land of 
their forefathers.44 

London Jews Society, 1897 


Years ago some of us were taught and brought up to 
believe that Ezekiel chapters 36, 37 and 38 were an 
outline of the history of what might be called ‘modern 
Zionism’ and were led to believe that the Jewish 
people would be brought back in their thousands to 
Palestine, where they would acquire not only land but 
a resemblance of power also... Whether this 
interpretation is correct or not, there is no denying the 
fact that many of the features portrayed in Ezekiel 38 
bear a striking resemblance to the conditions in 
Palestine today.*2 

Revd Mansell, writing in 1929 


For many Christians today the greatest visible sign of 
God’s faithfulness is the survival of the Jewish people. 
God has preserved them, cared for them, directed 
them, against all the odds. And so, in a sense, the 
greatest sign of all is the State of Israel, and Jewish 


sovereignty over Eretz Israel; such is a classic 
Christian Zionist position. 
Walter Riggans, 1988 


The significance of the State of Israel 

The establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 has special 
theological significance because of what it means for the 
Jews. It will eventually lead to the conversion of many of the 
Jewish people to their Messiah and finally to the second 
coming of Christ. 


We regard the incorporation of the Balfour Declaration 
of 1917 in the Peace Treaty with Turkey... as one of 
the most wonderful instances on record of the working 
out of God’s promises to that nation that He loves 
with an everlasting love... students of Holy Writ 
know... that a time is coming when ‘all Israel shall be 
saved’, and when the Jews will rejoice in the Messiah, 
and that previous to the turning of the nation to Christ 
must first come the re-establishment of the Chosen 
Race in their own land. 

London Jews Society, 1920 


[Concerning the establishment of Israel in 1948] | 
consider it the greatest event, from a prophetic 
standpoint, that has taken place within the last 100 
years, perhaps even since av 70, when Jerusalem was 
destroyed.48 

Louis Talbot, 1949 


[Concerning the events of 1967]: that for the first time 
in more than 2,000 years Jerusalem is now completely 
in the hands of the Jews gives a student of the Bible a 

thrill and a renewed faith in the accuracy and validity 

of the Bible.42 


Nelson Bell, 1967 


| see everywhere in the Bible prophecies of the 
restoration of a theocracy in Israel. We may ask, how 
could it happen in modern Israel, since it is a secular 
state? But God will resolve the problem. Is it possible 
that God might have to expel the Jews from the Land 
again because of their unrighteousness? No, it won’t 
happen again. What will happen in the future is the 
Spiritual return and restoration, and it is on its way. We 
Christian Zionists announce the Kingdom of Israel. 
One day everybody will see a spiritual Israel again.22 
David Pawson, 1985 


Christian support for the Jewish state 

Christians should not only support the idea of a Jewish state, 
but (at least in general terms) support what it stands for and 
defend it against attack. 


The Lord in His zealous love for Israel and the Jewish 
people blesses and curses peoples and judges nations 
based upon their treatment of his Chosen People of 
Israel.2+ 

Third International Christian Zionist Congress, 
1996 


In the most modest of ways | would suggest that 
Christians as Christians must give support in principle 
to the State of Israel as a sign of God’s mercy and 
faithfulness, and as a biblical mark that God is very 
much at work in the world.24 

Walter Riggans, 1998 


In recent years some leading Restorationist, 
Dispensationalist, and Christian Zionist teachers have 


emphasized that their interpretation of the Bible does not 
necessarily demand complete and unquestioning support 
for the policies and actions of the State of Israel. They are 
not willing to give blanket approval for all that the State of 
Israel has done in recent years. John S. Feinberg, for 
example, writes: 


Dispensational understanding of Israel’s future, as laid 
out in end time prophecies, in no way involves 
approving Israeli deeds of political and social injustice 
whenever they occur, because the Second Advent, the 
Salvation of Israel, the establishment of the kingdom, 
Jesus’ reign and Israel’s prominence are not Israeli 
acts. They are God’s acts, so believing these events 
will happen does not commit anyone to approving of 
Israel’s acts, just or unjust.22 


The biblical and theological basis of 
Dispensationalism 

Dispensationalism rests on two basic assumptions: the first 
about the necessity of a literal interpretation of the Bible, 
and the second about the relationship between ‘Israel’ (as 
understood in the Bible) and the Christian church. Both of 
these assumptions need to be challenged, since it is difficult 
to support them from the evidence of the New Testament. 


Assumption 1: All prophecy in the Bible must be 
interpreted literally 


Not one instance exists of a ‘spiritual’ or figurative 
fulfilment of prophecy... Jerusalem is always 
Jerusalem, Israel is always Israel, Zion is always 
Zion... Prophecies may never be spiritualized, but are 
always literal.24 

Cyrus I. Schofield 


The basic hermeneutical principle is literal 
interpretation, which does not rule out symbols, 
figures of speech and typology, but does insist that 
throughout ‘the reality of the literal meaning of the 
terms involved’ is determinative. Consequently, the 
promises of an earthly kingdom given to Israel as a 
nation must be fulfilled literally in a future, millennial 
kingdom (on the analogy of the literal fulfilment of the 
messianic promises relating to Jesus).22 

New Dictionary of Theology 


The promise of the land of Israel is for ever, and the 
plain sense of this is that the Jewish people will 
possess the land (at least in trusteeship) and live 
there. To say that the New Covenant transforms this 
plain sense into an assertion that those who believe in 
Yeshua [Jesus] come into some vague Spiritual 
‘possession’ or a Spiritual ‘territory’ is intellectual 
Slight (sic) of hand aiming at denying, canceling and 
reducing to naught a real promise given to real people 
in a real world.2& 

David Stern 


The basic weakness of this approach is that the New 
Testament writers do not seem to be bound to this kind of 
literal interpretation of the Old Testament. The whole of 
chapters 4, 5, and 6 have developed a different approach to 
the Bible, which is based on the assumption that there is 
one fundamental question which Christians need to ask: 
how did Jesus and his disciples interpret the Old Testament? 
The following are examples of the very non-literal way in 
which ideas from the Old Testament are handled in the New 
Testament. 


e When David first became king, God made a promise to 
him concerning his descendants: ‘Your house and your 
kingdom shall endure for ever before me; your throne 
Shall be established for ever’ (2 Samuel 7:16). Taken at 
its face value, this would seem to be a promise that 
God would ensure that the royal line of David would 
continue throughout history; there would always be a 
descendant of David sitting on a royal throne in 
Jerusalem. 


This inevitably creates a problem for the literalists, 
since the royal line of David came to an end at the 
time of the exile in Babylon in 586 sc. Those who ruled 
as kings in Jerusalem after this time, like Herod, were 
not descendants from the line of David. Because 
Dispensationalists insist on a literal interpretation of 
these verses, they have to postpone their fulfilment 
until after the second coming of Christ, when he will 
reign literally over the world from his throne in the 
city of Jerusalem for 1,000 years (i.e. the millennium). 


The New Testament, however, points to a different 
way of understanding the fulfilment of the promise 
made to David. In Luke’s account of the birth of Jesus, 
Mary is told by an angel that she is to be the mother 
of a child who will have a very special role in the 
purposes of God: ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, you have 
found favour with God. You will be with child and give 
birth to a son, and you are to give him the name 
Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of 
the Most High. The Lord will give him the throne of his 
father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob 
for ever; his kingdom will never end’ (Luke 1:30-33). 


The most natural interpretation of these words is 
that Luke believed that the coming of Jesus was the 
fulfilment of the original promise made to David about 
his descendants. Luke later traces the line of Jesus 
from his legal father, Joseph, back to King David (Luke 
3:23-38). And the words of the angel who announces 
his coming birth express the idea that Jesus himself 
(not his physical descendants) will reign for ever, and 
that his kingdom, his kingly rule, will never end. The 
rest of the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts make 
it clear that Jesus, in his life, death, resurrection, and 
ascension, was thought by Christians to have fulfilled 
all the main promises and prophecies of the Old 
Testament (see further sections 5.1-5.4). Luke is 
certainly not ‘denying, canceling and reducing’ the 
promise made concerning David’s descendants. Peter 
Walker concludes: 


So here is an instance of the ‘eternal’ promise 
continuing over into the New Testament era - and 
indeed, into eternity - but, crucially, in a form or mode 
which is not literal or ‘political’ in the same way as the 
original promises sounded.24 


e We have already seen (in Section 5.6) that three Old 
Testament prophets describe in slightly different ways 
the same vision of a time when water will flow down 
from the temple in Jerusalem, down across the 


wilderness to the Dead Sea. If we ask whether there is 
any way of knowing how Jesus or any writer of the New 
Testament might have understood the vision, we find a 
saying recorded in John’s Gospel which suggests that 
Jesus claimed that he himself was in some way the 
fulfilment of this vision: ‘If anyone is thirsty, let him 
come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the 


Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from 
within me.’ John goes on to give this explanation: ‘By 
this he meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in 
him were later to receive’ john 7:37-39). The phrase 
‘as the Scripture says’ makes a deliberate link with the 
Old Testament, and there are no other passages in the 
Old Testament which could remotely be linked to the 
idea in the words of Jesus. 


A literal interpretation of the vision about the water 
from the temple would be that these three prophets 
are predicting a time when a spring will appear under 
the remains of the temple in Jerusalem and when 
fresh water from this spring will flow (through pipes or 
over the ground?) down to the salty waters of the 
Dead Sea. The figurative interpretation is that Jesus 
was Claiming that he himself, in his own person, 
summed up all that the temple was supposed to be, 
and that all who believe in him will find their deepest 
thirst and longings satisfied through trust in him. 


e If literalists are prepared to accept figurative 
interpretations of this kind, they seem to be insisting 
that everything related to the land must be interpreted 
literally. Chapter 5 explored the way in which the theme 
of the land is interpreted in the New Testament. It was 
noted there, for example, that whereas the land was a 
fundamental theme of first-century Judaism, there is 
only one clear reference to the land in the teaching of 
Jesus: ‘Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the 
earth’ (Matthew 5:5, which is actually a straight 
quotation from Psalm 37:11). Jesus proclaimed his 
message in terms of the coming of the kingly rule of 
God: ‘The time has come’ (i.e. the time to which the 


whole of the Old Testament looks forward), ‘the 
kingdom of God is near’ (Mark 1:15). 


All the major themes of the covenant and Old Testament 
prophecy (including the land and the kingdom of God) are 
therefore interpreted within the context of the kingdom of 
God, which has begun through Jesus. When Jesus speaks 
about the future, he speaks of the judgment that is to fall on 
the city of Jerusalem, but says nothing at all about the 
future establishment of a Jewish kingdom in the land. His 
prediction of the conquest of Jerusalem by Gentiles 
(‘Jerusalem will be trampled on by the Gentiles until the 
time of the Gentiles are fulfilled’, Luke 21:24), far from 
looking forward to Jewish sovereignty being re-established in 
the land, probably means that Jerusalem will be under God’s 
judgment until the time comes for the judgment to fall on 
the Gentiles who have destroyed the city (see Section 5.3). 

After his resurrection Jesus tried to explain to his 
disciples that he had already achieved ‘the redemption of 
Jerusalem’ - although not in the way that his disciples 
expected (Luke 24:13-35; Acts 1:1-8). It would seem that 
after these meetings with the risen Jesus, between the time 
of the resurrection and the ascension, the disciples finally 
got the point about the nature of the kingdom that had 
come through Jesus. There is absolutely nothing in the rest 
of the New Testament to suggest that the disciples 
continued to look forward to the kingdom of God as 
something that was for Jews only and centred in Jerusalem. 
This cannot be dismissed as an argument from silence, 
because there is much to suggest that the apostles 
continued to use language associated with the land, but 
that they now interpreted it in a new way - that is, in the 
light of the kingdom that had come through Jesus (e.g. Acts 
20:32; Hebrews 4:1-13; 1 Peter 1:3-5). 


This method of interpreting the Old Testament is 
frequently dismissed by literalists with the accusation that it 
represents a ‘Spiritualizing’ of the Old Testament. The 
assumption is that there is a straightforward choice to be 
made between ‘literal interpretation’ and ‘spiritualizing 
interpretation’, and that most of the Old Testament 
(including what it says about the land) can only be 
interpreted literally. The approach that has been developed 
in this book suggests that this is a thoroughly unhelpful 
distinction, which can never do justice to the way the New 
Testament interprets the Old Testament. 

In the teaching of Jesus, the coming of the kingdom of 
God is the real, the substantial, the essential fulfilment of 
the promises given to Abraham about the land and the 
visions of the prophets about the land. In the teaching of the 
apostles, the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus are the 
real, the substantial, the essential fulfilment of what God 
promised in the Old Testament. So when Ezekiel described 
his vision of a restored temple in Jerusalem, he was using 
the only images and the only language that were at his 
disposal to describe something that would be infinitely more 
wonderful than a literal rebuilding of the temple, namely 
what Christians today understand as the incarnation of the 
eternal Son of God. When John wrote, ‘And the Word was 
made flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen 
his glory’, he believed that he had seen the glory of God 
resting not on Ezekiel’s restored temple in Jerusalem but on 
the person of Jesus (John 1:14). Are John and the writer of 
the letter to the Hebrews to be accused of ‘spiritualizing’ 
what should have been interpreted literally? They would 
probably have rejected totally the distinction between the 
‘literal’ and the ‘spiritual’, since as far as they and the other 
writers of the New Testament were concerned, Jesus was the 
real, the perfect fulfilment of all the hopes and longings of 
the Jewish people. 


Examples of this kind could be multiplied to demonstrate 
the impossibility of insisting on a literal interpretation of 
everything in the Old Testament. If Western Christians from 
the nineteenth century onwards have wanted to interpret 
the Old Testament in such a literal way, this is not the way 
that Jesus seems to have interpreted it, nor the way that his 
disciples interpreted it in the light of what they had seen 
and experienced in Jesus. 


Assumption 2: Israel is different from the church 
‘Israel’ (i.e. the Jewish people) is distinct from the church; 
‘Israel’ is the people of God on earth, while the church is the 
people of God in heaven. 


Dispensationalists believe that God has two separate 
but parallel means of working: one through the 
church, the other through Israel, the former being a 
parenthesis to the latter. Thus there is, and always will 
remain, a distinction ‘between Israel, the Gentiles and 
the Church’ .28 

Charles Ryrie 


The dispensationalist believes that throughout the 
ages God is pursuing two distinct purposes: one 
related to the earth with earthly people and earthly 
objectives involved, which is Judaism; while the other 
is related to heaven with heavenly people and 
heavenly objectives involved, which is Christianity... 
Israel is an eternal nation, heir to an eternal land, with 
an eternal kingdom, on which David rules from an 
eternal throne...22 

Lewis Sperry Chafer 


Messianic Jews are unanimous in their view that Israel 
consists of ethnic Jews who have been preserved by 
God through history to fulfil their destiny in the land of 


Israel... Ethnic Israel is the embodiment of God’s 
purposes for the world... For the Messianic Jew, Israel 
is the visible witness to the world of God’s purposes.©&2 
Lisa Loden 


The biblical material already surveyed (especially in 
sections 5.3 and 5.5) suggests that the writers of the New 
Testament did not understand the relationship between the 
Jewish people and the church in terms of such total 
discontinuity. Some of these ideas can be summarized as 
follows: 


e The way that Jesus spoke about his ministry suggests 
that he believed that he himself represented Israel. 
Jesus ‘saw himself as in some way the heir of Israel’s 
hopes’ (R.T. France). ‘The resurrection of Christ is the 
resurrection of which the prophecies spoke’ (C.H. 
Dodd). ‘Jesus was claiming in some sense to represent 
Israel in himself... he regarded himself as the one who 
summed up Israel’s vocation and destiny in himself’ 
(N.T. Wright). 


In the thinking of the apostles, Jesus and his disciples 
from all nations together form a renewed and restored 
Israel. Paul uses the picture of a wild olive being grafted 
into a cultivated olive to convey the idea that Gentiles 
who believe in Jesus are grafted into the Jewish people 
(Romans 11:13-24). In Jesus the Messiah, all the 
barriers separating Jews from Gentiles have been 
broken down, with the result that Jewish and Gentile 
believers together become ‘one new man’, ‘one new 
humanity’ (Ephesians 2:15). While God’s promises to 
the Jewish people still stand because he has not 
cancelled the original covenant he made with them, 
they fail to enjoy the blessings of the covenant because 
they have not recognized Jesus as Messiah. Because 


Jesus represents Israel, however, and because his 
church includes both Jews and Gentiles, all the 
privileges and titles that are related to the Jewish 
people in the Old Testament (like ‘a chosen people, a 
royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to 
God’) can now be applied to people of all nationalities 
who believe in Jesus (1 Peter 2:9). 


This is a much more natural way of reading the 
New Testament than the Dispensationalist 
interpretation that makes a radical and permanent 
distinction between the Jewish people and the church. 
In the words of N.T. Wright, 


Through the Messiah and the preaching which heralds 
him, Israel is transformed from being an ethnic people 
into a worldwide family... The Christians regarded 
themselves as a new family, directly descended from 
the family of Israel, but now transformed... they 
claimed to be the continuation of Israel in a new 
situation. 


Further implications of Christian Zionism 


A lack of understanding of the nature of the conflict 
Many Christian Zionists make little or no attempt to 
understand the conflict between Zionism and the 
Palestinians in its own terms. They approach the history of 
the conflict with assumptions determined by their 
interpretation of the Bible. They therefore tend to think 
about the present Middle East situation primarily and largely 
in biblical or theological categories. If God has said in the 
Bible that the land belongs to the Jews for ever and that 
they would return to the land, the only problem for Christian 
Zionists is to know how to help the Jews to establish and 
defend themselves in the land. Any questions related to 


politics, human rights, or religion are seen to be secondary 
and have to be answered in terms dictated by their 
theology. The problem of Israel’s relations with the 
Palestinians is treated almost as a footnote, a mere detail to 
be considered when the main argument has been 
established and accepted on the basis of a particular way of 
interpreting history. 

So, for example, many Christian Zionists would regard 
the Balfour Declaration as part of God’s way of working out 
his purposes for the Jewish people and the world. This 
conviction would be far more significant for them than our 
earlier discussion about the Declaration, where we noted 
that it has been described as ‘a startling piece of double- 
dealing’ and ‘one of the greatest mistakes in our [British] 
imperial history’ (Section 2.5). If we ask Christian Zionists 
what kind of state there should be in the land, it goes 
without saying that it has to be a Jewish state. If there is a 
question about human rights, the Palestinians are told that 
they must simply accept their minority status and their lack 
of a homeland. If we wonder about our responses as 
Christians to the aspirations of Jews and Muslims, we are 
told that Judaism is witnessing the redemption of the land, 
and that Islam is a sinister and perhaps even Satanic force 
which seeks to annihilate God’s chosen people. In the words 
of Dan Juster, 


So if the Palestinians do not acknowledge God’s 
promise, they are foundationally unjust and are 
themselves resisted by God and lose their rights in 
this land. This resistance spreads to the other nations 
of the world, particularly to those that are involved in 
resisting God’s purposes for the land, resulting in 
judgment for all the nations and a general blockage 
for all to obtain their inheritance... The strangers in 
the land [Palestinians] must acknowledge God’s 


declared will with regard to the land and his sovereign 
right to allocate it as he wishes.©2 


Similarly Ron Diprose writes: 


The real issue is the right of Israel to exist as a Jewish 
state... Our position on this question will be 
determined, in part, by the weight we attribute to the 
Biblical theology of Israel. If we say that the church is 
Israel and that we are now living in all that history can 
ever know of the messianic kingdom, then we might 
consider Israel’s presence in the Near East 
illegitimate, despite the fact that her claim is firmly 
grounded in the Hebrew Bible. If, on the other hand, 
we accept, with Paul, that ‘God did not reject his 
people, whom he foreknew’, we will recognize Israel’s 
right to dwell in the land, while at the same time 
caring for the plight of all men and praying and 
working for their salvation.® 


Everything therefore tends to be seen through the lens of 
this particular understanding of how God is working in 
history. Or, to change the metaphor, Christian Zionists have 
forced themselves into a straitjacket which makes it difficult, 
if not impossible, for them to understand the human and 
political problems in any terms other than their own 
particular set of biblical categories. None of the many 
popular books about Israel by Christian Zionists makes any 
serious attempt to understand the history of the Jews and 
Arabs over the last 2,000 years, or to unravel the different 
stages of the conflict in the past 130 years. By starting with 
a schema that is imposed on the Bible and does not arise 
naturally out of the text itself, Christian Zionists find it hard 
to appreciate the human realities of what is actually 
happening on the ground. 


A one-sided political stance and little concern for 
questions of justice 

Christian Zionism generally leads to a one-sided political 
stance. It is interesting to note that, in certain Christian 
circles in the USA in the nineteenth century, support for the 
restoration of Jews to Palestine was stronger than it was 
among Jews in Europe or North America. Christian Zionists 
were among the most enthusiastic supporters of Herzl and 
Weizmann. Christians of this kind ‘seemed more eager for 
Jews to move back to Palestine than did Jews themselves’ 
(Timothy P. Weber).&4 

Grace Halsell, a Christian journalist, analysed the 
phenomenon of Christian Zionism in the USA with particular 
reference to its political implications in a book called 
Prophecy and Politics: Militant Evangelists on the Road to 
Nuclear War.®2 Among other things she explained why in the 
1980s forty million evangelicals in the USA, many of whom 
called themselves fundamentalists, were totally and almost 
blindly committed to the support of Israel, why the Israeli 
government had been delighted for many years to have the 
support of a lobby which is at least five times larger than 
the Jewish community, why the Israeli government provided 
Jerry Falwell with his own jet and a pilot to fly it, and how 
even some of Ronald Reagan’s utterances revealed the 
Armageddon mentality of Christian Zionism. 

Christian Zionists often justify very specific political 
policies on the basis of their biblical interpretation. Mikael 
Knighton, for example, the founder of Christians Standing 
for Israel, writes: 


Christian Zionists are ‘biblical advocates’ for the 
Jewish people and the state of Israel. Furthermore, 
they stand in firm diametrical opposition to land 
concessions of any sort that involved the forfeiture of 
the holy land of Israel as it is a sacred manifestation 


of the promises of God to the people He calls the 
‘apple of His eye.’©& 


Richard Harvey, a Messianic Jewish theologian, is very 
aware that Messianic Jews have been slow to address justice 
issues: 


A vital task for Messianic Jewish theology is to link 
eschatology with a practical theology of reconciliation 
with Arab Christians and the Arab population in the 
light of the Israel-Palestine conflict. This has yet to be 
attempted by those who expound a specific 
eschatological scheme... Those who see the State of 
Israel as a fulfillment of prophecy must still give 
opportunity for self-critical reflection on present issues 
of justice, peace, and reconciliation whatever their 
understanding of the future.©4 


Although Christian Zionists would not necessarily identify 
themselves with all of these positions, they still end up with 
a political stance that is very one-sided. Their message to 
the Palestinians seems to be: ‘It’s hard luck on you! You may 
have suffered some injustices, but it is largely your own 
fault for resisting the Jews. Since it was God’s plan to bring 
the Jews back to their land, your only hope lies in accepting 
Jewish rule and seeing how God wants to bless you and the 
whole world through the Jews.’ 


A lack of concern for people of other faiths 

Some of the prophetic schemes of Dispensationalism paint a 
horrifying picture of the future in store for the Jews. In the 
words of DeMar and Leithart, they describe ‘a holocaust 
indescribably more savage and widespread than any vision 
of carnage that could have been generated in Adolf Hitler’s 
criminal mind’. Jews are no doubt disgusted if they know 


all the details of the scenarios that await the Jews in these 
prophetic schemes; or if they are aware of them, may 
simply ignore them because of the political advantages of 
gaining support from Christians like these. As Netanyahu 
used to say, American evangelicals are the best friends that 
Israel has. 

The International Christian Embassy in Jerusalem, which 
was founded in 1980, has always believed that Christians 
are called to ‘comfort Zion’ rather than to bear witness to 
Jesus as Messiah. The proclamation at the end of the Second 
Christian Zionist Congress held in Jerusalem in April 1988 
called for strong support for Israel and defended its policies 
in the occupied territories since the start of the Intifada, but 
had nothing at all to say about Christian witness to Jews. 
Some Christian Zionists dissociated themselves from this 
aspect of the Embassy’s teaching. But many hold a ‘two 
covenant’ theory which says that God has his own way of 
dealing with the Jewish people and bringing them salvation 
which is completely different from the way provided for 
Gentiles. 

The message for the Muslim world, on the other hand, 
seems to be: ‘Take your hands off God’s Chosen People, the 
Jews! You Muslims are descendants of Ishmael, and your 
religion is of the Devil. God’s plan is to bless the world 
through the Jews and through what he is doing in the Jewish 
state. If you are enemies of Israel, you are enemies of God; 
and God will judge you, as he will judge the whole world, by 
your attitude to Israel.’ If Christian Zionists were to live 
anywhere in the Muslim world even for a short time, or 
Share what they believe with thoughtful Muslims, they might 
realize what an impossible stumbling block they are placing 
in their way. When the Muslim world sees how many millions 
of so-called ‘Bible-believing Christians’ in the West support 
the policies of Israel, they reject the Christian message out 
of hand and are unwilling to listen to any Christians who 
want to speak about the love of God in Jesus. 


This kind of message coming from Dispensationalism 
does not seem to spring out of any kind of love or concern 
for Jews or Muslims. The only people who can draw any 
message of comfort from it are confident Western Christians 
who are made to feel even more secure than they already 
are: ‘We Western Christians have nothing to worry about, 
because in the final battle of human history that is about to 
unfold before our eyes, God is in control, and we are on the 
winning side! Faithful Christians will be taken up to heaven 
in “the Rapture” before the worst of the calamities begin. 
But we will be safe, and our future is secure.’ 

Part of the tragedy here is that Christian Zionists seem to 
be so concerned about how God is going to bless the world 
in the future they have no prophetic word and no message 
of comfort for people living here and now. They believe that 
‘human history is following a predetermined divine script, 
and they and Israel are simply playing their assigned roles’ 
(Timothy P. Weber).£? It is so much easier, of course, to 
watch what amounts to a kind of ‘video of the future’, and 
to accept the pre-packaged predictions of what is to happen 
in the future than to attempt to analyse the complexities of 
history and politics in the past and present, or to relate to 
real people, most of whom belong to faiths other than 
Christianity, in the actual situations in which they live and 
suffer today. 


Christian Zionism is unrepresentative 

Christian Zionism does not represent the views of the vast 
majority of the Christians in the Middle East. ‘It is not 
surprising,’ says Stephen Sizer, ‘that, among the 
indigenous Christians of the Holy Land especially, 
dispensationalism is regarded as a dangerous heresy, an 
unwelcome and alien intrusion, advocating an exclusive 
Jewish political agenda and undermining the genuine 
ministry of justice, peace and reconciliation in the Middle 
East’.22 Similarly the Middle East Council of Churches, 


which represents almost all the Catholic, Orthodox, Oriental, 
and Protestant Christians in the Middle East, has repeatedly 
made strong statements like this against Christian Zionism: 


[They] force the Zionist model of theocratic and 
ethnocentric nationalism on the Middle East 
[rejecting] the movement of Christian unity and inter- 
religious understanding which is promised by the 
churches in the region. The Christian Zionist 
programme, with its elevation of modern political 
Zionism, provides the Christian with a worldview 
where the gospel is identified with the ideology of 
success and militarism. It places its emphasis on 
events leading up to the end of history rather than 
living Christ’s love and justice today.2 


What happens if the future does not follow the 
predicted scenario? 

Some Dispensationalists in the past have made confident 
assertions concerning events in the future which have not 
taken place. In the 1930s, for example, some predicted an 
important role for Mussolini, and had to change their story 
in the light of what actually happened. During the Cold War 
it might not have seemed totally impossible that Russia 
might one day join forces with the Arabs to invade Israel 
and fight a pitched battle in the Jezreel valley in Israel at the 
site of Armageddon. But because of all the new alliances 
that have been formed, such a scenario seems much less 
likely today than it did in the 1970s. Hal Lindsey has on 
more than one occasion predicted the end of the world, only 
to find that it has not happened. It is strange that instead of 
being discredited, some Dispensationalist teachers seem to 
be able simply to rewrite the script of the future and carry 
on as before. 


Until now Israel has had its way, and it has been possible 
for Christian Zionists to interpret (almost) everything that 
has happened as a kind of success story, a miracle of divine 
intervention in history. But can we be sure that it will always 
remain like this? Britain was the first country to work 
actively for the creation of the Zionist homeland, and when 
the potato became too hot for Britain to handle, it was 
handed over to the United Nations, and America became 
the main protector of Israel. But what would happen if the 
potato were ever to become too hot even for America to 
handle? What if public opinion there were to change as 
drastically as it did over Vietnam? What would happen if 
America were to turn off the life-support machine which 
keeps Israel alive? What if the whole Arab and Muslim world 
were to unite to reject what it sees as a foreign body, a 
transplant, or even a cancerous growth so near to its heart? 

No one would dare to predict that any of these things will 
happen, and no one should be wishing that they will 
happen. But if the whole scenario as conceived by many 
Christian Zionists turns out to be seriously wrong - either in 
major details or in its grand design - what will this do to the 
faith of ordinary Christians? Will their teachers be able to go 
on revising the plot indefinitely? Or will there come a time 
when the flaws in the system become so obvious that they 
are clear for everyone to see? In this case we would be 
faced with a whole generation of Christians who would feel 
that they have been badly let down by their ‘prophets’. 

The apostle Peter had to prepare some churches in his 
day for the damage that would be caused by disillusionment 
over the fulfilment of prophecy. ‘You must understand that 
in the last days scoffers will come... they will say, “Where is 
this ‘coming’ he promised?”’ (2 Peter 3:3-4). It is not 
impossible that Christian Zionism will produce more and 
more ‘scoffers’ within the churches in the years to come. 

If, therefore, the crisis that has been coming to a head in 
recent years in Jerusalem, the West Bank, and Gaza has 


brought Zionists to a moment of truth, perhaps it should 
also be bringing Christian Zionists to a moment of truth. Do 
they realize the practical implications of their theology? Are 
they aware of how their biblical interpretation works out in 
practice on the ground? Do they know that their beliefs are 
being used, whether they like it or not, to support not only 
Israeli government policies and actions in Jerusalem and the 
West Bank, but those of Jewish extremists and 
fundamentalists on the West Bank and Gaza? This 
interpretation of the Bible and these beliefs about God’s 
plan for the world inevitably lead to a very one-sided 
political stance, which in turn leads to acute suffering for 
Palestinians (both Muslim and Christian). 

Christians of various traditions have for many years 
dissociated themselves very strongly from the teaching of 
Christian Zionism - whether it is based on Restorationist or 
Dispensationalist foundations. The vast majority of 
Christians in the Middle East feel that the time has come for 
this disassociation and disavowal to be made even stronger 
and clearer. Perhaps the time has come when more and 
more evangelical Christians will have to reject Christian 
Zionism with greater vigour and dissociate themselves more 
clearly from these views. If Christian Zionism is based on an 
interpretation of the Bible that is recognized to be deeply 
flawed, and if it is seen to be lending support more and 
more openly to political policies that are profoundly unjust 
and inhuman, has the time not come for more evangelical 
Christians all over the world to reject Christian Zionism with 
greater vigour and dissociate themselves more clearly from 
these views? 


7.3 Zionism and Islam 


The history of the conflict covered in chapters 1, 2, and 3 no 
doubt provides adequate explanations for Palestinian 
resistance to the whole Zionist movement. But are there any 


specifically Islamic reasons for Palestinian opposition to 
Zionism? If more than 95 per cent of Palestinians happen to 
be Muslims, does their faith influence their thinking in any 
way? Are they likely to think differently from Christian 
Palestinians, for example? 

There are four reasons in particular why this question 
needs to be asked. Firstly, if we have tried to understand 
how Jews and Christians think about the land and the 
conflict over it, we can hardly avoid considering how 
Muslims think about these same issues. Secondly, Islamic 
claims to the land are not widely known or recognized by 
non-Muslims, and when they are known they are sometimes 
scornfully dismissed. Thirdly, appreciating Islamic 
viewpoints on these issues should help to explain the 
significant differences between the secular standpoint of the 
PLO and the unashamedly Islamic approach of organizations 
like Hamas and Islamic Jihad. Fourthly, there is an increasing 
number of observers today - especially among Christians - 
who believe that the root of the conflict between Israel and 
the Arabs is religious rather than political. There are, they 
say, Islamic reasons for the bitter opposition to the Jewish 
state, which are far more powerful and significant than the 
political reasons (see Section 3.9). 

How then has it come about that Palestine as a whole 
has a special place in Islam, and that Jerusalem is regarded 
as the third most holy site in Islam? The reasons for these 
convictions can be summarized as follows. 


The land in the Qur’an 

There are at least three clear references to the land in the 
Qur’an. The first is in a passage which speaks about Moses 
encouraging the children of Israel to enter the land: ‘O my 
people! Go into the holy land [al ard al-mugaddasa] which 
Allah hath ordained for you’ (Qur’an 5:21, Pickthall). This 
conveys the idea that this land has been set apart and 
destined by God for the children of Israel, who are, as it 


were, Semitic cousins of the Arabs, and related to the Arabs 
through their ancestor, Ishmael. The second is a verse 
which speaks about Abraham and Lot in the land, where 
God says, ‘We delivered him (Abraham) and Lot, and 
brought them to the land which We had blessed for all 
mankind’ (Qur’an 21:71, Dawood). The third is a verse 
which refers to Muhammad's Night Journey from Mecca to 
Jerusalem: ‘Glory be to him who made His servant go by 
night from the Sacred Temple [of Mecca] to the Farther 
Temple [of Jerusalem] whose surroundings We have blessed 
[alladhi barakna hawlahu], that We might show him some of 
our signs’ (Qur’an 17:1, Dawood). Muslims have speculated 
whether this special blessing refers to the area immediately 
Surrounding the mosque, the whole of Jerusalem, or the 
whole of the land. 

These verses about the land, together with the role that 
the land played in subsequent Islamic history, make 
Muslims feel that the whole land is sacred. It is interesting to 
note that the phrase ‘the holy land’ is found only once in the 
Old Testament, in Zechariah 2:12. Jerusalem is referred to in 
the psalms as ‘your holy hill’ and ‘your holy mountain’. But 
‘holy land’ is not found in the New Testament at all. There 
are good Qur’anic reasons, therefore, for Muslims to feel 
that the land is ‘the holy land’ not only for the Jews but also 
for Muslims, and that there is a special blessing from God 
upon this land. 


Muhammad and the land 

According to Islamic tradition, earlier in his life before his 
call to be a Prophet, Muhammad visited Gaza and Palestine, 
perhaps including Jerusalem. When he first received his 
revelations, he and the first Muslims said their prayers 
facing in the direction of Jerusalem for thirteen years, until 
he received a further revelation instructing them to change 
the direction to face Mecca. During the first stage of 
Muhammad's ministry in Mecca, soon after the death of his 


first wife, Khadijah, and his uncle Abu-Talib, he experienced 
what is known as the Night Journey (the /sra’), in which 
either literally (as some believe) or in a mystical experience, 
he was transported during the night from Mecca to 
Jerusalem, and from there taken up into heaven (mi‘raj), 
where he met with Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. The magic 
steed which transported Muhammad from Mecca to Medina, 
known as Buraq, was tied up at the Western Wall, which is 
therefore known to Muslims as the Buraq Wall. This whole 
event plays an important part in Muslim thinking about the 
life of Muhammad.24 


Jerusalem in Islamic tradition 

In the course of time a rich body of traditions (hadith) 
developed about what Muhammad had said and done. 
These, for example, are some of his reported sayings which 
illustrate the special sanctity that Jerusalem came to have 
for Muslims: 


e ‘Journeys should not be made except to three mosques: 
this my mosque (in Medina), the sacred mosque (in 
Mecca), and Al-Aqsa.’ 


e ‘God, the Supreme Being, has blessed what lies 
between Al-Arish (in Egyptian Sinai) and the Euphrates, 
with a special sanctification of Palestine.’ 


e [Concerning the Jerusalem sanctuary] ‘Go to it and 
worship in it, for one act of worship there is like a 
thousand acts of worship elsewhere.’ 


e ‘Whoever dies in the Jerusalem sanctuary is as if he has 
died in heaven.’ 


e ‘Whoever goes on pilgrimage to the Jerusalem 
sanctuary and worships there in one and the same year 
will be cleared of his sins.’ 


Jerusalem also came to play an important role in Muslim 
stories about the Day of Judgment. One widely accepted 
idea that developed was that when Jesus comes again to 
the earth, he will kill the Anti-Christ and return to Jerusalem, 
where he will pray in the mosque, kill all the pigs, break all 
the crosses, and destroy the synagogues and churches, thus 
vindicating Islam as the one true religion. He will reign in 
Jerusalem for fifty years, then die and be buried in Medina 
beside the Prophet Muhammed.4 

The following account of what will happen on the Day of 
Judgment also shows the important place of Jerusalem in 
Muslim imagination: 


When Christ is sitting on the wall between the Golden 
Gate and Al-Aqsa Mosque, and the Prophet on the 
mountain opposite, a single hair will be stretched from 
a column there across the valley, over which the 
multitudes assembled on the Haram (the area where 
Al-Aqsa and the Dome of the Rock stand) and will 
have to pass. The hills will recede and the valley 
deepen, and the righteous will walk fearlessly across, 
well knowing that, if they falter, their guardian angels 
are ready to hold them up by their forelocks, and save 
them from tumbling headlong into hell, which is 
gaping beneath. Thus will they cross until only a 
handful are left, who seem ill at ease, and reluctant to 
set foot on so narrow a bridge. Muhammad inquires 
why they linger, and is informed that they are the 
wicked Muslims who, having been smitten with a 
sense of their misdoings, and realizing that their 
virtue will not suffice to help them over the abyss, are 
awaiting the Prophet’s pleasure on this side in fear 
and misgiving. Muhammad looks stern, and rebukes 
them for their neglect of his rules and ordinances; and 
then he smiles a little to himself, and in a moment is 


across the bridge and among them. Then they repent, 
and so they cross the bridge without mishap. 


Jerusalem in Islamic history 

Muslims point out repeatedly that the land was in Muslim 
hands for around 1,300 years, (since the first Islamic 
conquest in ap 638) until the end of the Ottoman empire in 
1918 (except for the years of Crusader rule), and under 
Arab rule for around 900 of those years. When the caliph 
Umar reached Jerusalem with his army in ap 638, 
Sophronius, the leader of the Christian community, came 
out of the city wearing his patriarchal robes to surrender to 
Umar, who was wearing his battle clothes. Umar gave 
orders that a place of worship should be built on the site of 
Muhammad's ‘ascension’ into heaven, which was also the 
place where Abraham was going to offer his son asa 
sacrifice and the site of the previous Jewish temples of 
Solomon and Herod. 

It was here that the Umayyad caliph Abd al-Malik built 
the Dome of the Rock (qubbat al-sakhra) in av 691. This 
shrine was designed not as an ordinary mosque, but as a 
pilgrim ambulatory, providing Muslims with a place of 
pilgrimage similar to the Christian Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre a few hundred yards to the west. The Al-Aqsa 
Mosque was built a few hundred yards to the south of the 
Dome of the Rock in around ap 810, to replace the original 
mosque that had been built there by Umar. Many other 
important names in Islamic history are associated with 
Jerusalem, including the Umayyad caliph Mu’awiya, Bilal, 
the first muezzin who called the Muslims to prayer, Rabi‘a 
the mystic, the legal scholar al-Shafi‘i, and the theologian 
al-Ghazali. Many hospices were built for pilgrims and 
travellers. 


Jerusalem and the Crusades 


It was the Crusaders who, according to Zaki Badawi, 
‘transformed Jerusalem into a potent symbol of Islam once 
again’.2® Many Muslims draw attention to the contrast 
between the behaviour of the Crusaders who, when they 
entered Jerusalem, killed every person in sight (Jews, 
Christians and Muslims), and Saladin, who killed no one and 
later even allowed Jews to return to Jerusalem. 

There is one particular incident during the Crusades 
which gives a special insight into the thinking of Muslims 
concerning Jerusalem. At the time when the Crusaders had 
temporarily lost Jerusalem to Saladin in 1191 and were 
trying to re-establish their control over the whole country, 
Richard the Lionheart wrote to Saladin, making the bold 
suggestion that Richard’s sister, Joanna, should marry 
Saladin’s brother, Malik al-Adil; they should reign together 
as king and queen of Jerusalem, and all Palestine should 
come under Christian rule. Saladin, in his reply, explained 
how unthinkable it was for him, as a Muslim, to surrender 
the land to Christian rule: 


Jerusalem belongs to us just as much as to you, and is 
more precious in our eyes than in yours, for it was the 
place of our Prophet’s Journey and the place where 
the angels gathered. Therefore, do not imagine that 
we will give the city up to you, or that we shall suffer 
ourselves to be persuaded in this matter. As regards 
the land, it belonged originally to us, and you came to 
attack us; if you succeeded in getting possession of it, 
it was only because you came unexpectedly, and on 
account of the weakness of the Muslims who then 
held it; as long as the war lasts, God will not suffer 
you to raise one stone upon another in this country.24 


For reasons such as these, H.S. Karmi, a Muslim writer, 
sums up the significance of the Crusades in these striking 


words, comparing them to events in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries: 


The Crusades... gave Jerusalem a new significance in 
the eyes of the Muslims. The Crusaders were not 
regarded as Christians, impelled only by religious zeal, 
but were found to be Europeans who were desirous of 
expansion and conquest - an adumbration of 
European colonialism later on. This blend of 
Christianity and imperialism was counteracted by a 
blend of Arabism and Islamism. It sharpened the Arab- 
Muslim interest in Jerusalem, and the proof of it is the 
lavish care bestowed upon Jerusalem by the Ayyubid 
and the Mamluk Sultans... The position of Palestine as 
a holy country for Muslims derives very strongly from 
the Crusades... The Crusaders did not conquer 
Jerusalem alone, but they conquered the whole of 
Palestine... 

It is little wonder that Arabs and Muslims regard 
Palestine as holy, as a reaction to such aggressive 
designs... The same historical pattern was repeated 
after nearly 800 years. The Jewish immigration into 
Palestine under the Mandate (1920-48), and the 
establishment of Israel in 1948, have had the 
electrifying effect of making Palestine holy in a wider 
Islamic frame and in a narrower Arab one. Now the 
question of Palestine, especially after the Israeli 
Occupation of Jerusalem, June 1967... is no longer a 
local one, concerning only the Arabs of Palestine or 
the Arab world, but it has also become the concern of 
the Islamic world... 2 


It is one of the strange ironies of history that it was the 
Christian intrusion of the Crusades which made Muslims 
more aware of the significance of Jerusalem and Palestine 


within the faith and history of Islam. Now in recent years it 
has been Jewish/Zionist intrusion into the land that has 
stimulated Islamic thinking about the land once again and 
encouraged Muslims to develop a theology of the land which 
has strong similarities to Jewish theologies about the land. 


The land in popular tradition 

In addition to Jerusalem, there are other places that are 
important for Muslims, including Hebron, the burial place of 
Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph, and Gaza, 
situated at the meeting point of major trade routes and at 
one time the largest city in Palestine, and the place where 
Muhammad's grandfather was buried. The land also plays 
an important role in popular tradition, with Muslims 
regularly visiting the shrines of prophets, saints, and sheikhs 
in different places. Annual festivals have always drawn large 
numbers of people together at places like Nabi Musa, 
located in a valley between Jericho and Jerusalem, and 
reputed to be the place where Moses was buried. 


These six factors taken together explain why the land has 
come to play such an important role in Islam. The following 
summary of Islamic beliefs about the land is written by 
Father John Sansour, a Roman Catholic priest originally 
from Bethlehem, and links many of these factors together. 
Although written by a Christian, it reflects accurately the 
ideas and feelings of many Muslims. 


The theology of the Land, launched by Jews to satisfy 
their presence by force in the Holy Land, created a 
new Muslim theology of the Land. It is, in general, 
identical to the Jewish one... Those who hold this 
(Islamic) view maintain that God cannot fulfill his 
promises concerning the Land with such people (i.e. 
the Jews). He has fulfilled and is still fulfilling all his 


promises with Ishmael and his sons (i.e. the 
Muslims)... The Holy Land is entirely a Muslim waaqf 
(possession) belonging to God. The rights of 
Palestinian Christians are preserved by orders of 
Caliph Omar. Palestinian Christians are preserved by 
orders of Caliph Omar. Palestinian Christians with the 
Muslims of the whole world must unite and fight 
against the Jews. There will be no peace and Jihad, 
holy war, is declared until victory. 

If the Jews are back in Palestine it is God’s will that 
they are there. Their presence is a punishment for the 
Muslims who have left the way of Islam. Muslims must 
convert, increase and prepare themselves to execute 
God’s will, which is to again control the Holy Land... It 
is the duty of all Arabs to punish these aggressors 
until they establish justice with the Palestinians. This 
group of Muslims expects Israel to reach a solution 
satisfactory to the Palestinians and then for them to 
live together peacefully. 


Having outlined the place of the land in Islamic thinking, 
there are two other subjects that need to be noted before 
we move on to note the relevance of this history to the 
recent conflict over the land. 


Muhammad’s relations with the Jews of Medina 
Muhammad was invited to come from Mecca to Medina in ap 
622 because a group of Medinans who had already accepted 
the faith of Islam believed that he could act as an arbitrator 
between some of the different tribes in and around Medina. 
Among these there was a considerable number of Jews, and 
three Jewish tribes in particular caused problems for 
Muhammad. The reason for their opposition was partly that 
they could not accept the new faith of Islam, and partly that 
they found it difficult to recognize his growing power in the 
community. 


During the series of battles that took place between the 
Muslims and the people of Mecca, the Muslims felt that 
although the Jews in Medina were bound by a covenant to 
Support the new Islamic community, they were in fact 
working against them and conspiring with the Meccans. As a 
result, one Jewish tribe, the Banu Nadir, were expelled from 
Medina and sought refuge in a Jewish community at Khaybar 
to the north. Between 600 and 900 men from another tribe, 
the Banu Qurayza, were beheaded and thrown into a ditch 
and their wives and children sold into slavery, while a third 
tribe, Qaynuga, were expelled from Medina and went 
eventually to Syria. The source of the conflict between 
Muhammad and the Jews is explained by William 
Montgomery Watt as follows: 


The intellectual or ideational conflict between 
Muhammad and the Jews became as bitter as it did 
because it threatened the core of the religious ideas 
of each. If prophets could arise among the Gentiles, 
the Jews were not God’s chosen people, and that was 
tantamount to having no religion left. If Muhammad 
was not God’s prophet and messenger, then in his 
own eyes he could only be a self-deceived impostor. 
This was at the root of the quarrel.82 


Jews living under Islamic rule 

During the following centuries during which the Islamic 
empire spread from Morocco in the West to the borders of 
China in the East, Jewish communities were allowed to 
practise their religion because they were regarded (along 
with Christians) as ‘people of the Book’ and as protected 
communities (dhimmis). Since small Jewish communities 
presented no threat to the Muslim authorities, relationships 
were reasonably good most of the time. This is why Zaki 
Badawi is able to say, ‘We have always had a good 


relationship in history with the Jews but it is this which has 
been put at risk by the fifty years of conflict with Israel.’24 

Christians and Jews would argue that they were treated 
as second-class citizens, and that there were often 
pressures, sometimes subtle but sometimes overt, to 
convert to the religion of the conquerors. Muslims would 
argue that persecution was the exception rather than the 
general rule, and that Islam worked out its own kind of 
tolerance and pluralism long before the West developed its 
own pluralist societies. If this is true for most of the 1,400 
years of Islamic history, what seems to have happened is 
that the conflict with the Zionist Jews from the end of the 
nineteenth century revived memories of the difficult 
relationship that Muhammad had had with Jews. It looked as 
if Jews in the modern period were simply repeating in 
modern history the behaviour of fellow Jews many years 
before towards the Prophet of Islam. 


Islamic opposition to Zionism 

Against this background the attitudes towards Israel 
expressed by radical Islamic groups like Hamas and Islamic 
Jihad in Palestine, by Hizbollah in Lebanon and by the 
Islamic Republic of Iran are more understandable. Here are 
committed Muslims who see Muhammad as the model for 
every Muslim individual and community today, and see the 
Qur’an as the very words of God which are to be obeyed 
faithfully. Many of them therefore believe that they need to 
take serious note of what the Qur’an says about the Jews 
and how the Prophet dealt with them. Here, for example, are 
expressions of this strong antipathy toward Zionism and 
Israel: 


Israel will exist and will continue to exist until Islam 


will obliterate it, just as it obliterated others before 
it. 82 


Hasan al-Banna, founder of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, writing in the 1940s 


The first quarter of the next century will witness the 
elimination of the Zionist entity and the establishment 
of the Palestinian state over the whole of Palestine.22 
Ahmad Yassin, leader of Hamas, 1988 


| don’t believe in peace. People who believe in peace 
did not read in the Koran what Jews did to Jesus. The 
Jews killed Jesus and the prophet Zechariah and 
wanted to kill Moses. The people are very angry and 
very mad... We have known the Jews 2,000 years and 
Mohammad said that they cannot be trusted.24 
Palestinians expressing strong opposition to the 
Oslo Accords of September 1993 


If we find, therefore, that at one extreme are those who 
minimize the significance of Islam in this conflict and at the 
other extreme those who believe that Islam is all-important 
and overrides all other considerations, is it ever going to be 
possible to see the Islamic dimension in its proper 
perspective? We may find that, instead of looking for a 
simple formula to explain the importance of Islam, we need 
to recognize a number of different factors that play a 
Significant role. 


e Our survey of the history of the conflict in chapters 1 
and 2 suggested that the root of the conflict has been a 
clash of nationalisms with two people claiming the 
same piece of land. If this analysis is anywhere near the 
truth, the conflict is more about land and dispossession 
than about religion. 


e Islamism is a complex phenomenon that can never be 
reduced to a simple formula. It developed in the 


twentieth century partly as a response to three 
centuries of European imperialism and partly as a 
response to the decline of the Muslim world. In resisting 
the ideologies and cultures of the West, Islamists have 
wanted to recover the identity and political power of 
the Muslim world by rediscovering the rich resources of 
their own religion and history. Islamist Palestinian 
movements therefore need to be seen in the broader 
context of a wide variety of nationalist movements 
which have fought for independence and sought to 
establish their own national identity. 


In the minds of many Christians, the vacuum created by 
the implosion of the Soviet Union and the demise of 
Communism has been filled by the religion of Islam. If 
the Soviet Union and Communism during the decades 
of the Cold War were seen as ‘Enemy Number One’, 
‘the Great Satan’, the most serious threat to the West 
and the Christian world, Islam has taken their place, 
because it seems to threaten the peace of the world 
and wants to destroy the State of Israel. If the Jews are 
still the people of God, we are told, and if the State of 
Israel has a special role in God’s economy, the conflict 
between Israel and the Palestinians has cosmic 
proportions, and Christians need to be aware of the 
serious threats that are posed by Islam. 


Islamism in the Palestinian context has developed 
gradually over the years, and has to be understood in 
the context of the occupations of the West Bank, Gaza, 
and Lebanon. If Israel had complied with the UN 
Resolution of 1967 and withdrawn from the West Bank 
and Gaza, Hamas might never have come into 
existence. Indeed some believe there is evidence that 
Israel actively encouraged the creation of Hamas as a 
means of weakening Yasser Arafat’s secular Fatah 


movement within the Palestinian resistance. And if 
Israel had not invaded Lebanon in 1982 and stayed on 
in the south for so many years as an occupying power, 
there might be no Hizbollah today. 


Terrorism and suicide bombings in this context have 
been an expression of the extreme weakness and 
despair of the Palestinians. They face a formidable 
modern army, with no military capacity of their own. 
Feeling that their own leaders, the Arab world, the UN, 
and the rest of the world have let them down, they 
have nowhere else to turn. Since the assurance from 
religious teachers of instant, guaranteed access to 
Paradise provides an additional incentive for suicide, 
some observers are surprised that there have not been 
more suicide bombings. 


There are strong similarities between Islamic 
fundamentalism and Jewish fundamentalism. We might 
almost say that fundamentalism in the Palestinian 
context has been a carbon copy of Jewish 
fundamentalism, and to some extent has developed as 
a response to radical Zionism. Islamists are no more 
fundamentalist in their approach to their scriptures and 
their history than many of the religiously motivated 
Jewish settlers on the West Bank. Writing about the 
period after Begin became prime minister in 1977, 
Arno J. Mayer speaks about the ambitions of Israeli 
leaders which were inspired by religious beliefs. He 
therefore points out the similarities between the 
fundamentalisms in Judaism and Islam: 


Begin had his own agenda and addressed his own 
public. He and his cabinet were sworn to reach for a 
Greater Israel, with the radical messianic settler 
movement Gush Emunim, which was formed after the 


1967 War, conferring on it eschatological legitimacy. 
One could hardly expect less from a government with 
Begin at its helm, Dayan at the Foreign Ministry, 
Weizman at Defense, and Sharon at Agriculture, 
where he was charged with the establishment of 
settlements in the West Bank and Gaza. Though not 
devout himself, Begin held that Greater Israel 
necessarily included the lands once controlled by King 
David and King Solomon. Dayan, having long since 
forsaken Labor, argued that since ‘we possess the 
Holy Book and consider ourselves to be the people of 
the Holy Book, we need to possess the land of the 
Holy Book as well.’ With irredentism assuming an 
increasingly religious edge, it risked awakening what 
Ben-Gurion had once called the Islamic ‘demon.’ And 
the unstable mix of nationalism, Zionism, and the 
Bible would prove just as demonic and volatile in the 
region as that of nationalism, Arabism, and the 
Koran.22 


e Even radicals are capable of being pragmatic. While 
Hamas has not changed its basic opposition to the 
Zionist state or its original Charter, which called for the 
destruction of Israel, its leaders today have moved 
away from the strong polemical language that was used 
in its original constitution and have indicated their 
willingness to engage in genuine negotiation on the 
basis of the 1967 borders. Khaled Hroub, in Hamas: A 
Beginner's Guide, writes: 


Hamas's political position is pragmatic and hovers 
around accepting the concept of the two-state 
solution...2© 


It is not inconceivable that Hamas would recognize 
Israel. Hamas’s pragmatism and its realistic approach 
to issue leave ample room for such a development. 
Yet most of the conditions that could create a 
conducive climate for such a step lie in the hands of 
the Israelis. As long as Israel refuses to acknowledge 
the basic rights of the Palestinian people in any end 
result based on the principle of the two-state solution, 
Hamas will find it impossible to recognize Israel.24 


Religious justifications and rhetoric increasingly gave 
way to political justifications and discourse. The 
increasing exposure to politics and the outside world 
engendered a discourse that was formulated more in 
accordance with external conditions rather than being 
shaped by unfettered internal ideological thinking. 
This further confirms the predominance of the 
nationalist pragmatic line in Hamas over the religious 
one in recent years. Hamas in power felt the burning 
need to repackage its positions in a more political 
format... The significance of such thinking denotes the 
extent to which Hamas is willing to subjugate its 
ideological, and seemingly inflexible, convictions to its 
political pragmatism and goals.22 


e Shi‘ite Islam in Iran is different from Islamism in the 
Palestinian context. While Iranian leaders share many 
beliefs in common with Sunni Muslims and have similar 
objections to the existence of Israel, the political 
philosophy that was introduced into Iran by Ayatollah 
Khomeini is very different from that of Sunni Islamists. 
The USA has had a difficult relationship with Iran since 
1953 when it engineered a coup to bring down the first 
democratically elected government under Mossadeq 
and supported the return of the Shah. Relations 


between Iran and Israel have been strongly coloured by 
its relations with the USA. 


If the Islamic dimension of the conflict, therefore, has 
become so prominent in recent years it hasn’t always been 
so Significant. People who have experienced dispossession 
and prolonged occupation have inevitably turned to their 
religion to inspire them to resist what they see as injustice 
and oppression. It may well be that Islam provides a much 
more compelling narrative than Hinduism, Buddhism, and 
Confucianism could ever do to encourage those who feel 
oppressed. It’s not religion, therefore, that has made 
Palestinians protest about their experience and stirred them 
into action. It’s probably dispossession that has driven them 
to find in the religion of Islam a compelling motive for 
resistance. 


7.4 The power equation in the world today 


If everything is ultimately a question of power, where does it 
lie in the conflict over the land? If Jews and Arabs cannot 
simply sit round a table and sort out their problems between 
themselves, and if there is no single power that can use its 
muscle to impose a solution, how does the power equation 
work in the world today? 

What follows is simply an attempt to recognize the main 
outside factors which have determined the development of 
the conflict in recent years and are likely to influence it in 
the immediate future. 


Israeli power 

Israel won every major war it fought - in 1948-49, 1956, 
1967, 1973, and 1982 - and was therefore able to enter all 
the negotiations from Madrid onwards from a position of 
confidence and strength. With American support, it has 
quietly ignored international law relating to territories 


occupied in war and every UN Security Council and General 
Assembly resolution following the 1967 war. When 
occasionally restrained by the USA because of its policies on 
the West Bank, it has only been a matter of months before 
the moral, political, and financial support has been 
resumed. Successive Israeli governments have been 
creating facts on the ground in the West Bank and Gaza by 
building settlements, creating networks of roads, controlling 
water supplies, and encircling Jerusalem with a ring of 
Jewish settlements, and creating what Jeff Halper, the Israeli 
activist and founder of the Israeli Committee against House 
Demolitions (ICAHD), has called ‘the matrix of control’. 
Successive Israeli governments have insisted that their 
sovereignty and control over East Jerusalem is totally non- 
negotiable. 

Israel justifies its actions on the grounds of security, 
while some still hold on to their vision of ‘the Greater Israel’. 
It looks to many outsiders as if the long-term aim of 
successive governments has been to prevent any 
Palestinian state from coming into existence, or if it ever 
were to be created, to ensure that it would be little more 
than a collection of Bantustans - in the words of one Israeli 
politician some years ago, nothing more than a ‘trussed 
chicken’. 

While Israel may feel reasonably secure with the status 
quo, however, its position internationally has become more 
isolated, partly because of the Gaza War in 2014. A 
Significant generation gap has been opening up in many 
countries, with many younger people - especially students 
on campuses - expressing stronger criticism of Israel. And 
lately relations between Israel and the US have reached an 
all-time low. Israel can hardly, therefore, feel as secure as it 
would like to be. 


Palestinian weakness 


Since the Arabs have been defeated in war at every stage, 
two major intifadas have been suppressed, and Gaza has 
been invaded three times in eight years, the Palestinians 
have entered every peace negotiation from Madrid onwards 
in a position of extreme weakness. When in 1988 they 
renounced violence and accepted the existence and 
legitimacy of the Jewish state, they must have felt that they 
were playing their last card. 

After Oslo the Palestinian Authority was placed in the 
impossible position of policing its own angry and embittered 
communities, so that every act of violence played into 
Israel’s hands and increased its unwillingness to concede 
independence and sovereignty to the Palestinians. On many 
occasions Israel has sent its forces into Palestinian areas to 
arrest individuals. Concessions made by Palestinian 
negotiators in peace talks are condemned by the more hard- 
line elements in their own community, because they appear 
to amount to a kind of surrender to the dictates of Israel and 
the USA. 

In 2014, because of the complete breakdown of the 
peace process brokered by the USA, the Palestinian 
Authority launched its own initiative by applying for 
observer status at the UN. They have also explored the 
possibility of pursuing charges of war crimes against Israel 
at the International Criminal Court in The Hague. While 
these approaches have been supported by a number of 
countries, they have been vigorously opposed by both Israel 
and the USA. Efforts have been made by third parties to 
bring Fatah and Hamas closer to each other, and there have 
been many imaginative initiatives to improve the economy 
and to build up civil society from the bottom upwards to 
prepare for any future independent status. The only cards 
left in the hand of the Palestinian Authority would be ending 
cooperation with Israel over security in the West Bank and 
encouraging mass popular resistance in a new intifada. 


Palestinians are therefore very conscious of their 
weakness. The power dynamic seems to be weighted so 
completely in favour of Israel, because it is shielded 
diplomatically, militarily, and economically mostly by the 
USA, but also by the EU and other powers. Palestinians also 
generally have to admit that they have failed to present 
their case to the world with anything like the same skill that 
the Israelis have shown. 


Arab paralysis 

For several decades after 1948 the Arab states made some 
attempt to work together against what they saw as Israel’s 
attempts to divide them. Israel’s diplomacy over the years, 
however, with the active cooperation of the USA, succeeded 
in detaching Egypt in 1979 and then Jordan in 1994 from the 
Arab fold, and both have made peace separately with Israel. 

One highly significant contribution of the Arab League 
was their proposal, agreed by all its members at a meeting 
in Beirut in March 2002 (see Section 1.17), in which they 
offered a permanent peace with Israel in exchange for 
Israel’s withdrawal to the 1967 boundaries, a solution to the 
Palestinian refugee problem, and the creation of an 
independent Palestinian state. While Israel has consistently 
ignored or rejected this proposal, it remains an example of a 
genuine initiative taken by all the main Arab countries 
working together and is still referred to by Arab states as a 
serious proposal for ending the conflict. 

Israel watched with apprehension as the so-called Arab 
Spring developed after January 2011, and perhaps even 
derived some comfort from the spectacle of Arab countries 
tearing themselves apart and doing little to help the 
Palestinians. Israel has had little to fear from Egypt, 
although Muhammad Morsi’s year as president from 2012 to 
2013 must have raised some concern because of the close 
links between the Muslim Brotherhood (to which Morsi 
belonged) and Hamas in Gaza. The present government 


under al-Sisi in Egypt, no doubt under pressure from the 
USA, is keen to have good relations with Israel and has little 
sympathy for the Hamas government in Gaza. Islamist 
terrorists operating in Sinai pose a threat both to Israel and 
to the government of Egypt. 

Hizbollah took a major share of the credit for the Israeli 
withdrawal from South Lebanon in May 2000 and, while it 
suffered acutely from the war in 2006, believed that it had 
vindicated its policy of armed resistance to Israel. The 
sudden appearance of ISIS in 2014 sent shock waves and 
changed a number of alignments throughout the whole 
region. If ISIS were able to take over more of Syria, the 
Golan Heights might be open to attack. And if they were to 
penetrate into Lebanon and Jordan, Israel would have even 
more reason to feel vulnerable. Some Arab countries are 
beginning to see ISIS as a real threat to their own power and 
therefore as an even more serious challenge than the State 
of Israel. 

While Arab Summits have produced impressive 
statements in support of the Palestinians (especially in 
2002), their governments do not seem to be able to work 
together to improve the situation of the Palestinians. They 
are too preoccupied with their own domestic problems. 
There are real tensions between those governments (like 
Qatar) that have directly or indirectly supported Hamas, the 
Muslim Brotherhood, or other Islamist groups (including 
ISIS), and those that have supported Fatah and the 
Palestinian Authority. The Arab world therefore gives the 
impression of being both divided and paralysed, and 
therefore powerless to support the Palestinians. 


The role of the USA 

When the British Mandate came to an end in May 1948, 
America took over Britain’s role and became Israel’s main 
protector. During the decades of the Cold War, America saw 
Israel as a key ally in its confrontation with Russia, which 


was deeply involved in Egypt and other Arab countries. 
Some recent American administrations have tried to 
respond to Palestinian and Arab concerns, and Bill Clinton’s 
mediation at the Taba talks in January 2001 enabled Israel 
and the Palestinians to come closer than ever before to a 
final agreement. Immediately after 11 September 2001, 
however, Israel aligned itself closely with the USA in its ‘war 
on terror’ and presented itself as a bulwark against all forms 
of Islamic extremism. 

The hopes of a more even-handed approach to the 
conflict that were raised by Barack Obama when he became 
president in 2009 have long since been dashed. In spite of 
strenuous efforts by Secretary of State John Kerry to keep 
the peace process alive, the American administration has 
seemed unable or unwilling to exert the kind of pressure 
that would force Israel to stop building settlements on the 
West Bank and engage in serious negotiations with the 
Palestinians. 

US support for Israel seems to be based on three major 
factors: (1) its desire to maintain its influence, if not 
hegemony, throughout the Middle East; (2) its economic ties 
to Israel, including approximately 3 billion dollars of annual 
financial aid and its contribution to Israel’s military-industrial 
complex; (3) the combined influence of the American Jewish 
community, the Israel lobby (represented by organizations 
like AIPAC, the American Israel Public Affairs Committee), 
and evangelical Christians. Because of this widespread 
support for Israel, it is hard for anyone to seek election to 
either Congress or the presidency without declaring strong 
Support for Israel. 

This strong sympathy for Israel may be connected with 
the fact that America is a nation of settlers who drove back 
its original inhabitants and took over a whole continent, and 
who therefore identify easily with the Jews who have done 
something very similar in Palestine. Six million Jews in the 
USA have an influence in government, business, and the 


media that is out of all proportion to their numbers in the 
total population of 316 million. The strong influence of Israel 
over American foreign policy was documented in 2008 by 
John J. Mearsheimer and Stephen M. Walt in their book, The 
Israel Lobby and US Foreign Policy. In the eighteenth 
century some Protestant Christians in Britain and America 
began to look forward to a return of Jews to the land, and 
these ideas became popular in the nineteenth century. It is 
estimated that anything between 30 million and 70 million 
evangelicals Christians in the USA today express strong 
support for Israel. 

One of the most elementary rules of peacemaking is that 
a mediator needs to be as neutral as possible, since too 
much sympathy for one side or the other makes it 
impossible to play a genuinely mediating role. When the 
Norwegians were able to bring Israelis and Palestinians 
together in the secret process that led to the Oslo Accord in 
1993, it was partly because they could not be accused of 
self-interest or bias. Most of the world believes that 
America’s strong alliance with Israel disqualifies it from 
being an honest broker. Until and unless there is a major 
shift in the thinking of Americans, therefore, it’s hard to see 
that there is anything that will force the USA into a position 
of greater neutrality in relation to the two sides. 


The UN and the EU 

Any attempts at the UN to put pressure on Israel are usually 
blocked by the USA. While Palestinian approaches to the UN 
have received a sympathetic hearing from many member 
states, America’s veto in the Security Council is likely to 
protect Israel from any serious censure. 

Until recently, the EU has not taken a particularly strong 
stand against Israeli policies that are seen to be in violation 
of international law. There are signs, however, of growing 
Support among members of the European Parliament and its 


officials for taking a stronger line with Israel - for example 
through trade sanctions. 


The role of Iran 

Since its creation in 1979, the Islamic Republic of Iran has 
wanted to export its Shi'ite Islamic revolution to other parts 
of the Muslim world. Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the Gulf 
States have therefore become alarmed at the growth of an 
arc of Shi‘ite power, which now stretches from Iran to Iraq 
(where Iran has considerable influence over the Shi‘ite- 
controlled government), Syria (where Assad’s government is 
dominated by Alawites who are an offshoot of Shi'ite Islam), 
and Lebanon (where Hizbollah, having been created as a 
resistance movement with a strong militia, has entered fully 
into the democratic process). Iran’s involvement in the 
region has also included support for the Palestinian Jihad 
and Hamas, although its relationship with Hamas came to 
an end when Hamas moved its offices from Damascus and 
ceased to support the Assad government. 

Israel destroyed a nuclear plant that was being built 
secretly in Syria in 2007, and has frequently threatened to 
destroy Iran’s nuclear facilities. It has no doubt been 
restrained, partly by pressure from the USA and partly by 
the knowledge that if they did launch such an attack on 
Iran, it would invite rocket attacks from Hizbollah in 
Lebanon. It remains to be seen whether the historic 
agreement reached in July 2015 with the USA and five other 
world powers to limit Iran’s nuclear capabilities will be 
accepted by all the parties concerned, and whether it will 
lead to a new era in the Middle East. 


The role of Turkey 

Under Tayyip Erdogan’s Islamist governments, Turkey has 
become much more critical of Israel in recent years, and 
clearly wants to be seen as a major political player in the 
Middle East. It condemned Israel, for example, over its 


armed attack on the aid ship, the Mavi Marmara, which was 
trying to break the blockade of Gaza in May 2010. While it 
has also adopted a more confrontational approach towards 
President Assad of Syria, its involvement in the civil war 
there has been complicated by its opposition to Kurdish 
ambitions of independence, and its ambivalent attitude 
towards ISIS. 


The politics of oil 

One does not have to be a Marxist to recognize the 
importance of economic factors in the Middle East. 
Alongside its fundamental support for Israel, the USA has 
carefully nurtured its relationship with Saudi Arabia ever 
since the first discovery of oil there in the 1920s. It has 
therefore had to perform a delicate balancing act between 
its loyalty to Israel and its economic interests in the Arab 
world. Protecting its oil supplies was probably a major 
motive for America’s involvement in both the Gulf War in 
1992 and the Iraq War in 2003. It is possible, however, that 
because of America’s recent determination to become more 
self-sufficient in finding energy supplies (e.g. through the 
extraction of shale gas), it could become less dependent on 
oil from the Middle East. The discovery of oil off the coast of 
Israel has already increased the potential for tensions with 
Gaza, Lebanon, and Cyprus. 


The vagaries of democracy 

If democratic processes give a country the leaders it 
chooses, the policies they adopt are generally determined 
less by high principles than the need to obtain power and 
then remain in power. Ehud Barak was elected in 1999 
partly because he convinced enough people that he could 
deliver some kind of peace with the Palestinians. His 
inability to reach a settlement and his dependence on the 
votes of Orthodox religious groups, however, weakened his 
position and made him call for early elections. Then in 


February 2001, the peace process was once again, in the 
words of Avi Shlaim, ‘held hostage to internal Israeli 
politics’, since with Sharon’s election ‘all the progress made 
at Taba towards a “final status” agreement was rendered 
null and void.’®2 Every election in Israel in recent years 
seems to have hardened Israel’s policies towards the 
Palestinians. 

In the USA the power of the Israel lobby ensures that, 
whoever is president and whichever party has the majority 
on Capitol Hill, American Middle Eastern policies are likely to 
be more in the interest of Israel than of the Palestinians. In 
both Israel and the USA, therefore, the message seems to 
be that to get yourself elected you have to choose the 
policies that are acceptable to the majority and the most 
powerful and articulate. 


Proxy wars 

The Middle East is an ideal region in which a country can 
pursue its quarrel with another country by intervening in the 
third country to support one side in a local conflict. Two 
distinct proxy wars are now being played out in the region. 
In the first Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, and the United Arab 
Emirates, backed by the USA and the EU, are opposing Iran 
and its Shi‘ite allies. In the second, Egypt, Jordan, Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Iran, the USA, and the EU 
are ranged against ISIS. Israel/Palestine is inevitably caught 
up in these larger conflicts. 

This kind of proxy war has been compared to a game of 
chess in which you think you are playing chess with another 
person; but suddenly you realize that your chess board is 
part of a larger chess board, and individuals on one side are 
playing against individuals on the other side, using your 
pieces in the games they are playing against each other. 

If we ever imagined, therefore, that the conflict is simply 
between Israel and the Palestinians, the situation now is 
infinitely more complex and confusing. But is it 


unreasonable to dream that progress towards real resolution 
of this conflict might have a positive knock-on effect on 
some of these other conflicts in the region? 


Conclusion 
Whose Land? 


Any conclusion to a book of this kind will inevitably be a 
very personal view. Having tried to be as fair and objective 
as possible, | can’t avoid attempting to make judgments and 
express opinions. It simply isn’t possible to end with 
platitudes like ‘There are rights and wrongs on both sides’, 
‘Both sides have a right to the land’, or ‘It must be possible 
to find a just and peaceful solution.’ 

Having attempted, therefore, both a review of the history 
and politics of the conflict over the land in the last 130 
years and a discussion of how Christians have used the 
Bible to understand the conflict, these are some of the 
major conclusions that | would want to draw in the middle of 
2015. 


The seeds of conflict have been there from the 
beginning and were brought in from outside 

Before the War of Independence in 1948, before the 
Holocaust, and even before the First World War, the 
potential had been there for conflict between the Zionists 
and the Palestinian Arabs. The land in which the Jews settled 
from the 1880s onwards was not empty, and they knew it. 
But with the typical arrogance of Western colonialists they 
believed that they had a right to settle where they wished 
and that they would bring the benefits of Western 
civilization to a backward region. If they ever tried, they 
failed at almost every stage to integrate in any meaningful 
way with the people who were already there - people who, 
like the Jews in the biblical period, had been rooted in the 


land for centuries and whose identity was bound up with 
this particular piece of land. 

Should the Arabs have just rolled over and allowed the 
immigrants to set up their self-contained Jewish community? 
The coming of the Zionists stimulated Palestinian 
nationalism. At later stages in the conflict, it also provoked 
Palestinian Muslims to articulate religious reasons - Islamic 
reasons - why they believed they had a claim to the land 
and should resist the Zionist colonizers. If we want to say 
that both sides have been guilty of violence, we should at 
least stop to enquire what were the first actions which 
triggered the tension and then the violence. 


The status quo is unsustainable 

Israel’s continuing occupation of East Jerusalem and the 
West Bank since 1967, the building of settlements, and the 
failure of the peace process until now have created a 
situation which most of the world believes to be intolerable. 
In April 2014 John Kerry dared to say: ‘If there is no two- 
state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict soon, Israel 
could become “an apartheid state.”’ In December 2014 
Samantha Power, the US Ambassador to the UN, spoke no 
fewer than three times of an ‘unsustainable status quo’ in 
Israel/Palestine. When Israel’s main and strongest supporter 
iS prepared to use language of this kind in public, one can 
only hope that the rest of the world will recognize that the 
situation cannot continue as it is indefinitely and somehow 
summon the determination to move forward and explore 
different options. 


Time has already run out for the two-state solution 
In the conclusion to the 2002 edition, referring to the two- 
state solution as the most widely accepted option for 
resolving the conflict, | wrote some paragraphs under the 
heading ‘Time may be running out’. In 2015, however, | 
have no hesitation in suggesting that time has already run 


out for the two-state solution. Israel’s determination to hold 
on to the West Bank and East Jerusalem and its creation of 
SO many facts on the ground have made the establishment 
of a viable, contiguous Palestinian state virtually impossible. 
If many of us had been hoping that Israeli and Palestinian 
leaders would one day sit down at the negotiating table and 
argue together on the basis of international law to find a 
way of resolving the conflict and sharing the land equitably, 
these hopes have long since been dashed. As long as the 
present processes continue, any so-called ‘resolution’ is 
likely to be an arrangement that the stronger party (Israel), 
supported by its main backer (the USA), imposes on the 
weaker party (the Palestinians). 

If this conclusion leads some to despair, it may give 
others a glimmer of hope. Avi Shlaim, writing in 2009, 
expressed cautious optimism that nations can sometimes 
pursue rational policies after they have ‘exhausted all the 
other alternatives’: 


Despite the serious deterioration in the relations 
between Israelis and Palestinians in the last decade, | 
refuse to give up hope. At present Israelis and 
Palestinians are locked into a horrific dance of death. 
But in the longer term Israelis may come to realize the 
error of their ways. They may eventually grasp that 
there is no military solution to what is essentially a 
political problem. One day they may stop deluding 
themselves that their country’s security can be 
guaranteed by the unilateral exercise of extreme 
force. For my part, | draw comfort from the historical 
knowledge that nations, like individuals, can act 
rationally - after they have exhausted all the other 
alternatives.+ 


Munther Isaac, a Palestinian Christian theologian, has a 
similar mixture of pessimism and optimism: ‘The status quo 
must come to a drastic (potentially tragic) collapse before 
Israel realizes that a change in policy must take place.’2 


The time has come for serious consideration of the 
one-state solution 

If the two-state solution no longer seems realistic, the 
present situation on the ground looks more like a version of 
the one-state solution. Israel’s total control of East 
Jerusalem and much of the West Bank, including all of the 
Jordan Valley, leaves the Palestinian-controlled areas looking 
increasingly like a collection of Bantustans in an apartheid 
state. As long as Israel continues its occupation and refuses 
to allow the creation of a viable Palestinian state, it has to 
find some way of dealing with the reality it has created or 
allowed to develop in the occupied territories. It’s hard, 
therefore, to disagree with the conclusion of Marc Ellis: 
‘There isn’t going to be a Two-State solution... The One- 
State solution with Israel in the lead has been accomplished 
and, for all practical political purposes, is permanent.’2 

If it is Israel’s own actions on the West Bank that have 
undermined the possibility of the two-state solution, and if 
the rest of the world is not likely to allow the complete 
removal of the Palestinians or the continuation of an 
apartheid state, the one-state solution is the only remaining 
option. As we have already seen (in Section 3.5), this could 
take the form of either a binational state or a single 
democratic state. Books have been written on the subject, 
and a movement called One Democratic State has been in 
existence since 2012. 

The one-state solution, however, is more popular among 
Western academics than among Palestinians, who seldom 
even discuss the idea; and the Palestinian Authority refuses 
to believe that the two-state solution is dead. As the 
principle of self-determination was not applied by the United 


Nations in 1948 - with such disastrous consequences - it 
would be tragic if a solution were to be imposed on the the 
Palestinians once again without their consent. 

It is of course extremely difficult to see how, with all the 
bitterness and hatred that have built up over the years, Jews 
and Palestinians could ever live side by side in a single 
state. But if the present situation is totally intolerable and 
could deteriorate even further, we may need to be prepared 
to think the unthinkable. The bitterest pill that would need 
to be swallowed is that the one-state solution would 
challenge many of the basic assumptions of Zionism and 
destroy the rationale for having a Jewish state - a state in 
which nationality is determined by race and religion. Within 
its present borders, Israel can never be both a democratic 
state and a Jewish state, for the simple reason that 20 per 
cent of Israeli citizens are not Jewish but Palestinian Arabs. 
Moreover, its refusal to end the occupation and its apparent 
pursuit for the goal of ‘the Greater Israel’ combine to 
undermine even further the idea that Israel could continue 
to be ‘a Jewish state’. 

As long as the present situation continues, therefore, the 
watching world - and especially the younger generation - is 
likely to be more and more concerned about issues of justice 
and human rights in the occupied territories. The civil rights 
movement in the USA was sustained by the conviction ‘We 
Shall overcome’, and Martin Luther King was able to say, 
‘The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends towards 
justice.’ In South Africa condemnation from the rest of the 
world played a significant part in ending apartheid. Could 
something similar, as unthinkable as this, ever come about 
in Israel/Palestine? The answer may depend on the 
interaction of all the other different factors that are likely to 
affect the outcome. 


Politics and religion will always be closely 
intertwined 


It is hard to think of another situation anywhere in the world 
where politics have come to be so closely bound up with 
religion, and where scriptures have such a profound effect 
on political action. But however much religion is tied up with 
politics in this conflict, political problems require political 
solutions, and if people of religion in the three faiths cannot 
learn how to talk to each other and make compromises in 
the real world for the sake of survival, peace, and 
coexistence, they should be asked to retreat to their ghettos 
and talk only to those within their closed circle. 

All religious Jews base their claim to the land on 
scripture, and all Muslims have strong Islamic reasons 
(which are both theological and historical) for claiming the 
land, and especially Jerusalem, for Palestinians. The problem 
is that fundamentalists of all kinds - Jewish, Christian, and 
Muslim - put themselves beyond the reach of reason. The 
clash of fundamentalisms (especially Jewish and Islamic) is 
particularly acute over the question of Jerusalem. Yitzhak 
Rabin knew, as Martin Gilbert says, that ‘if the conflict were 
to be theologized, there never would be peace. For, to 
theological conflict, there are no compromises, and 
therefore no solutions.’ 

It is not much comfort for anyone to be told by certain 
kinds of Christians that ‘the situation is so bad and the 
problems so complex that things will only be resolved when 
Jesus comes again’. It ought to be possible at least for some 
people of faith to work out what the problem is all about 
and, instead of opting out and hoping for the best in a future 
millennium on earth or in heaven, to get involved in the 
hard work of working for justice and making peace here and 
now. In the words of Mark Braverman, ‘The beliefs people 
hold about the meaning of the Holy Land are part of the 
problem, but they are also part of the solution.’ 


Jews will inevitably feel they have a special 
relationship with the land 


While communities of religious Jews continued to live in the 
land from the second century, most of the first Zionists were 
very secular Jews who had little interest in religion. They 
colonized the land as a way of affirming their identity and 
escaping from the evil of anti-Semitism in Europe. It was 
only later that orthodox Jews (previously suspicious of 
Zionism) began to be associated with the Zionist movement 
and consciously related their vision to their Hebrew Bible. 
But if they were drawn back to the land because of their 
Jewish faith and their association with it in the past, and 
because they needed a safe haven, they had to reckon with 
the land as they found it, not as they imagined it to be, and 
that land was occupied by others with an equal sense of 
connection and rootedness. 

For many Israeli Jews today the Hebrew Bible is simply 
part of their history and culture, and the book of Joshua is 
still a prescribed text in Israeli schools. For a number of 
religious Jews, however, it is still treated as the scripture 
which gives them a divine right to the land for all time. 
Those who read the sacred texts in this way need to ask 
themselves whether the settlers on the West Bank and in 
Gaza and their governments have ever seen the need to 
listen also to the command in the Torah about not 
oppressing the alien or the stranger (e.g. Exodus 22:21) - 
not that the Palestinians consider themselves to be ‘aliens’ 
or ‘strangers’. And is there any sense in which they can see 
the present State of Israel as a fulfilment of the dreams of 
the prophets who saw the restored nation in the land asa 
blessing to the whole human race? If Jewish claims to the 
land are based on the Hebrew Bible, are Jews willing for the 
State of Israel to be judged in the light of the Ten 
Commandments and everything else contained in these 
scriptures? 


Zionism is facing a crisis 


Could Theodor Herzl ever have foreseen the kind of 
unsustainable situation that we face in the land today? It’s 
easy to blame the Palestinians for the way things have gone 
wrong. Some, like Ari Shavit, see the conflict that took place 
at various stages as ‘an inevitable phase of the Zionist 
revolution’, for ‘perhaps there was no other way’. But for 
others it wasn’t inevitable that Zionism should develop in 
the way it did. ‘Zionism,’ says Jacqueline Rose, ‘as a 
unique national movement, had the opportunity to forge a 
model of nationhood, neither belligerently nor preemptively, 
but ambivalent, uncertain, obscure, something closer to this 
disquieting and transformative space. But it did not take it.’4 
So what are the options facing the Zionist movement? 
They are summed up bluntly by Ari Shavit in these words: 


There are only four paths from this juncture: Israel as 
a criminal state that carries out ethnic cleansing in 
the occupied territories; Israel as an apartheid state; 
Israel as a binational state; or Israel as a Jewish- 
democratic state retreating with much anguish to a 
border dividing the land... So far, Zionism has not 
been able to summon from within the forces that will 
Save it from itself. It is up to its neck in the calamitous 
reality that it created in the West Bank.2 


If the one-state solution is totally unacceptable to Zionists, 
can they begin to understand that it’s the occupation that 
has made the two-state solution so unrealistic and forced 
them into this impossible dilemma? 


Christian Zionism is facing a crisis 

From the standpoint developed in this book, Christian 
Zionism - whether it is based on a Restorationist or a 
Dispensationalist approach to the Bible - appears to be a 
well-meant but misguided attempt to interpret the recent 
history of the Middle East in the light of Old Testament 


prophecies and to show sympathy for the Jewish people in 
their painful dilemmas in the modern world. Interpreting the 
Bible in a very literal way, it seems to read the New 
Testament through the eyes of the Old Testament, rather 
than reading the Old Testament through the eyes of the New 
Testament. It fails to grasp how the coming of the kingdom 
of God in the person of Jesus the Messiah was meant to 
transform first-century Jewish ideas about the chosen 
people, the land, the Torah, and the temple, and how new 
wineskins were needed to contain the new wine of the 
gospel of Jesus. It represents a regression to the mentality 
of the Jewish disciples of Jesus, before they finally got the 
point and began to understand the significance of who Jesus 
was and what he had accomplished. 

In so far as Christian Zionists Support the basic vision of 
Zionism and the actions of Zionists from the beginning to 
the present day, they are supporting something that has led 
to some disastrous consequences. While one cannot hold 
Christian Zionists responsible for a// the actions of Zionists, 
it is hard to see how Christian Zionists can be so 
enthusiastic about the basic vision of Zionism and at the 
same time be critical of the direction in which the 
movement has developed in recent years. If conflict and 
violence were implicit in the original vision from the very 
beginning, how can Christians support Zionism on biblical 
and theological grounds as a solution to the problem of anti- 
Semitism, and believe that the creation of Israel and the 
victory of the June 1967 war should be seen as a part of 
God’s plan for the Jewish people as understood in the Bible? 

Christian Zionists of all kinds seem to be remarkably 
timid in talking about issues of justice. More and more of 
them are saying that their theology and biblical 
interpretation do not require unquestioning support for the 
policies of Israel. But they tend to lay most of the blame on 
the Palestinians for not understanding the plain teaching of 


the Bible about the return of Jews to the land and by so 
doing, resisting God’s purposes for them and for the world. 


There is a way for Christians to bring together their 
understanding of the history and their interpretation 
of the Bible 

The approach underlying this book is that we dare not start 
with a particular way of interpreting the Bible and then use 
it as a grid for understanding the history. My own wrestling 
with these issues began as | lived through the civil war in 
Lebanon, beginning in 1975, and slowly realized that it was 
the Palestinian problem and the presence of the Palestinian 
refugees in Lebanon which triggered off the deadly civil war 
which raged for fifteen years. | was trying to understand the 
history and the politics of what was happening and at the 
same time studying the Bible to see how it could help me to 
make some sense of it all. My eyes were first opened when | 
found a copy of David Hirst’s The Gun and the Olive Branch 
in a small bookshop in Hamra in Beirut. Some time later, in 
the same shop, | discovered W.D. Davies’s magisterial 
volume The Gospel and the Land. Slowly | began to find a 
way that seemed to combine integrity in understanding 
history with integrity in interpreting the Bible. 

This way of interpreting the Bible sees the gift of the land 
to Abraham and his descendants as the preparation of the 
context in which God was going to reveal himself gradually 
to a particular group of people, but with a view to revealing 
himself eventually to the whole human race. The gift of the 
land was not an end in itself, but a means to the end of 
enabling the revelation of God’s love to reach to the ends of 
the earth. 

The climax of that process of revelation through the 
history of the children of Israel came in the person of Jesus 
of Nazareth. He claimed that through him God was breaking 
into history in a new way, revealing God’s love not only to 
the Jews, but also to every nation and tribe in the world. 


While God’s original covenant with Abraham still stands, 
therefore, enjoyment of the blessings of that covenant now 
has little or nothing to do with the land. For Christians, all 
the major themes of the Old Testament - the land, the 
Torah, the chosen people, and the temple - now point 
beyond themselves to a new reality - a person of flesh and 
blood through whom God was revealing himself and 
‘reconciling the world to himself’ (2 Corinthians 5:19). 

If this is how I articulate my faith today, however, | have 
to think long and hard about the role of the Christian church 
over the centuries in allowing anti-Semitism to grow within 
it and then allowing the new nationalisms and ideas derived 
from the Enlightenment to water the soil in which Nazism 
could carry out its murderous designs. When Christians are 
inclined to pontificate on any of these issues, they need a 
special dose of humility to recognize and own up to these 
darker sides of their history which have contributed to the 
conflict. 


Islam is not the root of the problem, but Muslims 
have a distinctive approach to questions about the 
land 
Iranian rhetoric directed against Israel, the rise of Hamas 
and Hizbollah, and the threat of ISIS so near the Golan 
Heights convince many that there is a religious root to all 
the opposition to Zionism and to Israel. But our survey of 
the history and our analysis of the development of the 
Islamic dimension of the conflict over the years suggest that 
Islam is not the root of the problem. It’s not Islam that 
makes Palestinian Muslims resistant to Zionism. It’s 
dispossession which has forced people who happen to be 
Muslims to find further reasons within their religion and their 
history to resist dispossession and assert their claim to the 
land. 

The land played an important part not only in the life of 
the Prophet, but also in subsequent Islamic history. The 


history of Islam has been intertwined with Christianity and 
Judaism from the beginning, through Muhammad’s 
relationships with Jews and Christians and through his 
followers who have lived alongside Jews and Christians in 
the region for fourteen centuries. For 1,300 years Muslims 
ruled the land, from the first conquest in av 638 until the end 
of the Ottoman empire in 1918, with the sole exception of 
around ninety years when it was under Crusader rule. Even 
if the Christian and Jewish perception of this history is not as 
positive as the Muslim perception was, Muslims can with 
some justification argue that Islam has generally been more 
tolerant towards Jews and Christians than Christian Europe 
was towards Jews and Muslims. Islam certainly developed its 
own kind of tolerance and pluralism - given, of course, a 
situation in which they as Muslims were in control. 

Palestinians and Muslims, however, now face difficult 
questions over the place of Islamic ideology in arguing and 
fighting for the Palestinian cause. If Christian Zionists 
present religious reasons for exclusive Jewish political 
control of the land, are Muslims in danger of adopting a kind 
of ‘Islamic Zionism’, especially in the way they sometimes 
argue for exclusive control over East Jerusalem? The 
challenge to Muslims and Palestinians is to find the most 
convincing language to commend their cause in a world 
which understands the language of international law and 
human rights better than it understands the language of 
Islam. 


A great deal depends on the watching world 
This is no local conflict between two tribes which they can 
sort out between themselves. Western nations have been 
active (or rather interfering) in the Middle East for centuries. 
Their interests in the region in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries were tied up with their own regional 
rivalries, ambitions, and conflicts, with the need for markets 
and oil, with academic scholarship and tourism, Christian 


mission, their desire to limit the number of Jews coming into 
the West, and finally with their guilty conscience over the 
Holocaust. Britain shared all that but added more: the need 
to protect its interests in the Suez Canal and its empire in 
India and the East. 

Having broken the promises made to the Arabs during 
the First World War, Britain took responsibility for Palestine 
during the period of deepening conflict between 1920 and 
1948, and then handed the problem over to the United 
Nations. The State of Israel therefore owes its existence first 
to Britain and then to the United Nations. It has also been 
the subject of numerous resolutions from the UN General 
Assembly and the Security Council, but it has somehow 
found a way of ignoring most of them and carrying on with 
its plans. 

If the peace process which began in 1991 seems to have 
stalled or failed until now, it is largely because of a failure to 
deal with the roots of the problem and the fundamental 
injustices at the heart of all that has happened, and because 
most of the self-appointed mediators have either been too 
closely identified with one side in the conflict, or been 
cowed by the strength and skill with which Israel has 
pursued its policies. The USA has a special responsibility as 
the only nation that has the power to put pressure on Israel. 
‘The asymmetry in power between Israel and the 
Palestinians,’ says Avi Shlaim, ‘is such that a voluntary 
agreement between the parties is simply unattainable. A 
third party is needed to push Israel into a settlement, and 
that third party can only be the United States.’® 

Perhaps the time has come to learn from the ways that 
other conflicts have been resolved. In South Africa, 
sanctions and strong moral support from all round the world 
eventually contributed to the end of apartheid. In Northern 
Ireland there was considerable involvement and mediation 
from third parties (especially the USA). A major 


breakthrough occurred there when governments realized 
that they must deal not only with moderates on both sides 
but also with the so-called extremists. Could it be also that 
the fierce debates taking place on American campuses and 
the work of organizations and networks like One Democratic 
State, Boycott Divestment and Sanctions (BDS), Jewish 
Voices for Peace, and Kairos Palestine will contribute to a 
major change of thinking on the part of governments, which 
will eventually steel their wills to see the situation changed? 


Jews, Christians, and Muslims have their own 
distinctive ways of understanding tragedy and 
suffering 
‘The conflict over the Holy Land - or Israel, or Palestine’, 
says Anton La Guardia, ‘is a vast story of tragedy and 
redemption.’ Within the worldview of the ancient Greeks, 
tragedy was seen in terms of noble but flawed characters 
and communities being sucked into a series of events 
leading to disaster, through the interplay of superhuman 
forces that are beyond their control. A more rational 
approach to modern tragedies attempts patiently to 
understand not only what has happened but also why it has 
happened. While it is careful not to oversimplify the issues, 
it says that it ought to be possible to understand the major 
factors that have led us to where we are. It does not need, 
therefore, to resort too quickly to purely supernatural 
explanations of historical events in terms of the miraculous. 
But however well or badly we understand the ingredients 
of the tragedy, it is important that we recognize that we are 
dealing with two peoples who have suffered injustice, and 
not just with one. The title of Benny Morris’s groundbreaking 
history of the Zionist-Palestinian conflict, Righteous Victims, 
recognizes that it is not just Jews who see themselves as the 
victims of injustices done to them by others, but Palestinian 
Arabs as well. And if Jews are to recognize the suffering they 
have caused for the Palestinians, the Palestinians and other 


Arabs for their part need to admit the enormity of the 
Holocaust, even if this was not their responsibility, and not 
try to argue that it never happened or that it has been 
grossly exaggerated, as some still try to do. 

It is easier, however, to see what La Guardia means by 
‘tragedy’ than to see any signs of ‘redemption’. The depth 
of the tragedy and the suffering should be forcing Jews, 
Christians, and Muslims to look again to the roots of their 
faith to see what resources they can find for responding to 
suffering and evil. Do their teaching and their spirituality 
satisfy the mind and the heart, and do they give ordinary 
people the resources to ‘overcome evil with good’? Are they 
willing to look outside their own tradition to learn from each 
other? 


Wanted: just peacemakers! 

Pursuing justice and making peace are clearly linked by 
Jesus in the Beatitudes, where ‘Blessed are those who 
hunger and thirst after righteousness’ is followed by 
‘Blessed are the peacemakers’ (Matthew 5:6, 9). Since the 
Greek dikaiosoune can be translated ‘righteousness’ or 
‘justice’, the Revised English Bible has good reason to read, 
‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst to see right 
prevail.’ This is especially important in the context of the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, since many who are passionate 
about justice aren’t always as passionate about 
peacemaking and reconciliation. And those who see 
everything in terms of the need for reconciliation often 
seem to downplay the importance of justice. 

The peacemakers required in this particular conflict need 
to be of a very special kind. While being able to understand 
the history, to appreciate the aspirations of both sides, and 
to empathize with them, they need to be genuinely 
impartial and not committed ideologically or emotionally to 
one side or the other. They need to be prepared to speak 
the truth to both sides and to different groups within the two 


sides. They need to understand the realities of geopolitics 
and be willing and able when necessary to speak the truth 
to the most powerful nations in the world. 

They need to be tough enough to say to the 
fundamentalists of all kinds, ‘Look, if you want to belong to 
the human race, if you want to live in the global village, you 
will have to learn the language of human rights which has 
been accepted by the vast majority of the nations. You 
Cannot go on imposing your worldview, your scriptures, your 
understanding of your rights on the rest of the world at the 
expense of your neighbours who live beside you. If you want 
to live in the real world and if you accept the need for 
coexistence, there are some things that you simply cannot 
do, and you'll have to be willing to sit down and negotiate 
with others.’ 

Peacemaking will also require a great deal of work at the 
grass roots to enable the process of nation-building. Years, if 
not decades, of tension and conflict have had a profound 
effect on the way people think and feel. The organization 
called Musalaha/Reconciliation has for over twenty years 
been bringing Israeli Messianic Jews and Palestinian 
Christians together face to face for extended periods and 
providing a model of what’s involved in grass-roots bridge- 
building and reconciliation. A powerful example of what may 
be required in building up civil society can be found ina 
valuable booklet, After Liberation, Then What? Enabling and 
Protecting Communities in Post-Authoritarian Contexts, by 
Danut Manastireanu. Writing out of his experience of 
living for thirty-five years in communist Romania, he writes 
in order to ‘help readers... to acknowledge the profound 
experiences they have lived through, along with the 
challenges these experiences pose for building healthy 
communities’. This is precisely what the Holy Land Trust 
has been seeking to do from its base in Bethlehem for the 
past seventeen years. 


The land belongs to God 

So who does the promised land belong to after all? 
Whenever Jews and Christians use their scriptures to claim 
the land for themselves, they need to hear again this simple 
sentence buried away in the book of Leviticus where God 
insists that ultimately the land belongs to him: ‘the land is 
mine and you are but aliens and tenants’ (Leviticus 25:23). 
If God gave it to one group of people for a particular period 
of time, they were to see it as a gift, and not as something 
that they owned by right. The gift was a means to a greater 
end, not an end in itself. 

When the promise of the land to Abraham and his 
descendants is read only in the context of the Old 
Testament, it is understandable that Jews (and some 
Christians) will interpret it as a divine gift for all time to Jews 
as the chosen people. But within the context of the Old 
Testament there is also plenty of teaching about the ethical 
standards required of the people who live in this land. There 
is no suggestion that anything like the conquest under 
Joshua would ever have to be repeated again. And there are 
plenty of visions about a future that will bring blessing not 
only to this people living in the land but also to the rest of 
the world. 

When seen by Christians in the context of the whole 
Bible, however, both Old and New Testaments, the promise 
of the land to Abraham and his descendants does not give 
anyone a divine right to possess or to live in the land for all 
time, because the coming of the kingdom of God through 
Jesus the Messiah has transformed and reinterpreted all the 
promises and prophecies in the Old Testament. God has 
acted in the land not only to demonstrate his love but also 
to deal with the root causes of injustice and evil. Jesus the 
Messiah, who lived, died, and was raised from death in the 
land, has opened the kingdom of God to people of all races, 
making all who follow him into ‘one new humanity’ 
(Ephesians 2:15, NRSV). 


‘Like everything,’ therefore, says W.D. Davies, ‘the land 
also in the New Testament drives us to ponder the mystery 
of Jesus, the Christ, who by his cross and resurrection broke 
not only the bonds of death for early Christians but also the 
bonds of the land.’ Perhaps this same Jesus can point to 
ways of being just peacemakers among those who live and 
suffer in the land today. 


We must work to realize our dreams 

The rest of the world - dare | say, including every reader of 
this book - has an enormous responsibility to support Jews 
and Palestinian Arabs as they seek to recognize each other’s 
rights and to find some formula that is based on 
internationally accepted principles of justice and enables 
them to live peacefully side by side in the land. 

Is this an impossible dream? Theodor Herzl understood 
how impossible his Zionist dream must have seemed, but 
was bold enough to say ‘If we will it, it is not a dream.’ And 
he ended The Jewish State with these words: ‘The Jews who 
wish for a State will have it. We shall live at last as free men 
on our own soil, and peacefully in our own homes... And 
whatever we attempt there to accomplish for our own 
welfare, will react powerfully and beneficially for the good of 
humanity.’2 

With so many of the problems involved in the outworking 
of Herzl’s Zionist dream unfolding painfully before our eyes, 
can we perhaps embrace an alternative dream that 
addresses the present realities on the ground and then try 
to move heaven and earth to make it a reality? 

If we can do this, we may at last be listening and 
responding to the passionate but hopeful plea of Palestinian 
Christians expressed in 2009 in Kairos Palestine: 


Our land is God’s land, as is the case with all countries 
in the world. It is holy inasmuch as God is present in 
it, for God alone is holy and sanctifier. It is the duty of 


those of us who live here, to respect the will of God for 
this land. It is our duty to liberate it from the evil of 
injustice and war. It is God’s land and therefore it 
must be a land of reconciliation, peace, and love. This 
is indeed possible. God has put us here as two 
peoples, and God gives us the capacity, if we have the 
will, to live together and establish in it justice and 
peace, making it in reality God’s land: ‘The earth is 
the Lord’s and all that is in it, the world, and those 
who live in it’ (Psalm 24:1).42 


APPENDIX 1 


Principles of Christian Interpretation 
of Old Testament Prophecy 


If we are to establish any agreed principles of interpreting 
prophecy, and in particular prophecies about the return to 
the land and the future of the nation, these are some of the 
questions we will need to ask: 


What kind of language is the prophet using? 


Sometimes the prophet is making a simple prediction of an 
event which does not need any interpretation. For example: 


This is what the Sovereign Lord says...’l will take you 
out of the nations; | will gather you from all the 
countries and bring you back into your own land.’ 
Ezekiel 36:24 


At other times he describes a future event in poetic 
language. For example: 


The desert and the parched land will be glad; 

the wilderness will rejoice and blossom... 
and the ransomed of the Lord will return... 
Isaiah 35:1, 10 


In many cases the prophet is describing a vision. Thus, for 
example, the book of Ezekiel begins with an explanation of 
where and when the prophet saw his ‘visions of God’: 


In the thirtieth year, in the fourth month on the fifth 
day, while | was among the exiles by the Kebar River, 
the heavens were opened and | saw visions of God. 
Ezekiel 1:1 


The prophet sometimes describes what he sees, and is then 
given an interpretation of what he sees. For example: 


Vision: ‘| Saw a great many bones on the floor of the valley, 
bones that were very dry.’ (Ezekiel 37:2) 

Interpretation: ‘These bones are the whole house of Israel.’ 
(Ezekiel 37:11) 


Vision: ‘The bones came together, bone to bone... and 
breath entered them; they came to life and stood up on 
their feet - a vast army.’ (Ezekiel 37:7, 10) 

Interpretation: ‘| am going to open your graves and bring 
you up from them; | will bring you back to the land of Israel.’ 
(Ezekiel 37:12) 


In other cases, we are not given any interpretation of the 
details of the visions. For example, Ezekiel’s vision of the 
new Jerusalem contains details like these: 


The remaining area, 5,000 cubits wide and 25,000 
cubits long, will be for the common use of the city, for 
houses and for pasture-land. The city will be in the 
centre of it, and will have these measurements: the 
north side 4,500 cubits, the south side 4,500 cubits, 
the east side 4,500 cubits, and the west side 4,500 
cubits... 

Ezekiel 48:15-16 


Does the prophet really intend to give us an architect’s 
blueprint of the new Jerusalem? If so, we must interpret the 
visions very literally and see them as a kind of visual 
preview of history. The alternative is to try to interpret the 
language of the vision and translate it into a message that 
was relevant to the original hearers, and is relevant to 
anyone who wants to listen today. 


When were these prophecies delivered, and can we 
see any fulfilment of them during or soon after the 
time of the prophet? 


The writers of 2 Chronicles and Ezra want us to understand 
that the return to the land in 537 sc was the fulfilment of the 
prophecies of Jeremiah. This does not present any problems. 

It is more complicated when we come to Zechariah’s 
prophecy of a return of exiles both from the southern 
kingdom of Judah, and from the northern kingdom of Israel 
(Zechariah 10:6-10). If he was writing around 520 sc, the 
first wave of exiles of the people of Judah had already 
returned from Babylon seventeen years before; and more 
exiles were to return many years later with Ezra and 
Nehemiah. It is therefore easy to see how this part of the 
prophecy was fulfilled soon after his lifetime. 

But what of the prophecy of a return of exiles from the 
northern kingdom of Israel, which implies the eventual union 
of the two kingdoms of Israel and Judah (Zechariah 10:6-10; 
compare Ezekiel 37:15-23)? There is nothing in the history 
of the centuries immediately following Zechariah’s time 
which could by any stretch of the imagination be described 
as the fulfilment of these prophecies. 

When we are faced with this kind of dilemma, we have to 
make a choice: e/ther we insist that we must continue to 
look for a literal fulfilment in history - in which case we may 
see the return of Jews to the land in the twentieth century 
and the establishment of the State of Israel as the intended 


fulfilment, or we look for other ways in which these 
prophecies could have been fulfilled already in the past or 
could yet be fulfilled in the future. 


Do the prophecies themselves contain any clues 
which help us to interpret them? 


One important clue is that in many of the prophecies there 
are echoes of the four promises that made up the original 
covenant with Abraham. For example: 


e The land: ‘you will live in the land | gave your 
forefathers’ (Ezekiel 36:28). 


e The nation: ‘I will make their people as numerous as 
sheep’ (Ezekiel 36:37); ‘I will redeem them; they will be 
as numerous as before’ (Zechariah 10:8). 


e The covenant relationship: ‘you will be my people, and | 
will be your God’ (Ezekiel 36:28); ‘They will be my 
people and | will be their God’ jeremiah 24:7); ‘They 
will be my people, and | will be faithful and righteous to 
them as their God’ (Zechariah 8:8). 


Blessing for all people: ‘then the nations will know’ 
(Ezekiel 36:36). 


This suggests that the fulfilment of the promises about the 
land must be seen in the context of the fulfilment of the 
whole covenant with Abraham. 


How are these prophecies related to other divine 
promises in the Old Testament? 


Several of these prophecies contain the phrase ‘for ever’, 
which is associated in other parts of the Old Testament with 


the continuation of the line of David and the line of Aaron, 
and the presence of God in the temple: 


e The promise of a king in the line of David: ‘Your house 


and your kingdom shall endure for ever before me; your 
throne shall be established for ever’ (2 Samuel 7:16; 
compare Psalm 89:3-4). 


e The commissioning of Aaron and his descendants: 


‘Aaron was set apart, he and his descendants for ever, 
to consecrate the most holy things, to offer sacrifices 
before the Lord, to minister before him and to 
pronounce blessings in his name for ever’ (1 Chronicles 
23:13). 


e The promise concerning the temple built by Solomon: ‘| 


have heard the prayer and plea you have made before 
me; | have consecrated this temple, which you have 
built, by putting my Name there for ever. My eyes and 
my heart will always be there’ (1 Kings 9:3). 


In Ezekiel 37 the phrase ‘for ever’ is linked to four out of the 
fifteen themes: 


‘They and their children’s children will live there for 
ever’ (37:25). 


‘My servant David will be their prince for ever’ (37:25). 


‘It will be an everlasting covenant’ or ‘this covenant 
Shall be theirs for ever’ (New English Bible) (37:26). 


‘I will put my sanctuary among them for ever’ (37:26). 


If God promised that the descendants of Abraham would live 
in the land for ever, he also promised that the royal line of 
David would continue for ever, that the priestly line of Aaron 


would continue for ever, and that the temple in Jerusalem 
would bear the name of God for ever. Do we therefore have 
any right to separate these promises and interpret one of 
them very literally (the one about the land), but interpret all 
the others in a totally different way? 

If we insist on a literal interpretation of everything that 
the Old Testament says about the land, we ought to be 
consistent and give a literal interpretation to all the other 
promises in the Old Testament. A strictly literal 
interpretation would require a descendant of David being 
installed as king in Jerusalem, the temple being rebuilt, and 
the whole sacrificial system reinstituted... Since it has not 
happened yet, is it still to happen in the future? 

If, however, we interpret everything about the land ina 
literal and spiritual way at the same time, once again we 
have to be consistent and interpret a// the promises in the 
same way. But the Davidic monarchy did not continue in 
Jerusalem after 587 sc; and although sacrifices were offered 
in the temple after the exile, the temple was destroyed in ap 
70 and completely obliterated in a> 135. So how can we 
combine a Spiritual and literal interpretation of these 
promises if the literal interpretation makes nonsense of 
history? There is no reason why we should be content with a 
spiritual interpretation of the Davidic monarchy, the temple, 
and its sacrifices, but at the same time insist that the 
teaching about the land has both a spiritual and a literal 
meaning. 

The only solution to this problem is to link all these Old 
Testament promises and prophecies together and see them 
in the same light. When we do this, it begins to look as if 
their fulfilment may also somehow be bound up together. 


How did Jesus and the biblical writers interpret these 
prophecies? 


For Judaism, this question is hardly relevant. But for 
Christians it is crucial, because they feel bound to try to 
read the Old Testament through the eyes of Jesus and the 
apostles. 

There are basically three different ways in which the 
writers of the Old and New Testaments understood the 
fulfilment of prophecy. These can be indicated by the 
symbols F1, F2, and F3 overleaf. 


F1 Fulfilment in the original context in which the 
prophet spoke In other words, fulfilment in historical 
events at, or soon after, the time of the prophet. 

For example, the return of the exiles from Babylon in 539 
sc IS described in 2 Chronicles 36:22 and Ezra 1:1 as the 
fulfilment of the prophecies of Jeremiah. 


F2 Fulfilment in the first coming of Jesus Christ In 
other words, fulfilment in the birth, life, death, resurrection, 
and ascension of Jesus Christ, and therefore also in the new 
age which has been inaugurated through his coming. 

For example, the angel announcing the birth of Jesus told 
Mary that Jesus would be the fulfilment of the promise that a 
descendant of David would sit on his throne ‘for ever’ (Luke 
1:30-33). 


F3 Fulfilment in the second coming of Jesus Christ In 
other words, fulfilment in events in the future associated 
with the second coming of Jesus Christ and the end of the 
world. 

For example, the apostle John saw the final fulfilment of 
Ezekiel’s vision of the new Jerusalem and the new temple in 
‘a new heaven and a new earth’ (Revelation 21:1 - 22:6). 


These three ways of understanding the fulfilment of 
prophecy are not mutually exclusive. We are not forced in 
every case to choose between these different kinds of 
fulfilment. Some prophecies can be interpreted as referring 
to all three periods of time, while others can be related to 
two different periods - for example, the immediate future 
(F1) and the first coming of Jesus (F2), or the first coming of 
Jesus (F2) and the second coming (F3). 

The following words, for example, are found in a passage 
in the prophet Zechariah which speaks about the whole 
people of Judah and Jerusalem returning to God in a spirit of 
deep repentance: 


And | will pour out on the house of David and the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and 
supplication. They will look on me, the one they have 
pierced, and they will mourn for him as one mourns 
for an only child, and grieve bitterly for him as one 
grieves for a firstborn son. 

Zechariah 12:10 (my emphasis) 


There is a clear echo of these words in Matthew’s version of 
the saying about the coming of the Son of Man. If the 
coming of the Son of Man refers primarily to the vindication 
of Jesus in the years immediately following his death (see 
Section 4:8), the mourning of all the nations of the earth 
must also refer primarily to this period: 


At that time the sign of the Son of Man will appear in 
the sky, and all nations of the earth will mourn. They 
will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the 
sky, with power and great glory. 

Matthew 24:30 (my emphasis) 


The words are also quoted in John’s Gospel, in his 
description of the crucifixion, and related to the piercing of 
the side of Jesus’ body with a spear: 


When they came to Jesus and found that he was 
already dead, they did not break his legs. Instead, one 
of the soldiers pierced Jesus’ side with a spear, 
bringing a sudden flow of blood and water... These 
things happened so that the Scripture would be 
fulfilled: ‘Not one of his bones will be broken,’ and, as 
another Scripture says, ‘They will look on the one they 
have pierced.’ 

John 19:33-37 (my emphasis) 


In the book of Revelation, John relates the same prophecy to 
something in the future - to the time when Jesus comes with 
the clouds and is seen by all those who crucified him: 


Look, he is coming with the clouds, 
and every eye will see him, 

even those who pierced him; 
and all the peoples of the earth will mourn because 
of him. 

So shall it be! Amen. 

Revelation 1:5-7 (my emphasis) 


What was God trying to teach his people through 
these prophecies at the time they were given? And 
what might he be trying to teach us today? 


When the prophets spoke the message that they believed 
God had given them for the people of their day, they must 
have expected that it would mean something to their 
hearers at the time and in the context in which they were 
living. It is hard to think that a prophet would be given a 
message to his people in the eighth century sc which related 


to events that would not take place until the twentieth or 
twenty-first centuries. When we read the prophecies today 
we need to ask what God might be trying to teach us in our 
own context. Understanding the message of the prophets in 
their original context should help us in working out the 
message for ourselves today. 

John Goldingay, a Christian Old Testament scholar, 
makes the point in this way: 


As the word of God, those prophecies have things to 
say to us about contemporary world events and 
contemporary church life. They reveal God’s will to us 
by revealing God’s will embodied in particular 
contexts. But when Ezekiel declared that such and 
such a return to the land or such and such a battle 
was to take place, he was not announcing events 
scheduled for two and a half millennia after his day. 
He was addressing and bringing God’s word to people 
in his own day, warning them of calamities and 
promising them blessings that could come about in 
their day. He was not revealing a timetable or fixture 
list of events that had to unfold over thousands of 
years; he was bringing a specific message to a 
particular context. A fulfilment in 1948 of a prophecy 
given by Ezekiel to people who lived in the 580s sc is 
thus nonsense: it is not a fulfilment of promises and 
warnings that were part of God’s relationship with 
those people. Prophets did sometimes speak about 
the End of all things, but there are relatively few of 
these prophecies. The ones applied to the recent 
history of the Jews are prophecies that relate to the 
circumstances of the Jews in particular contexts. 

When we seek to understand the significance of 
Old Testament prophecy, then we must treat this, too, 
as an act of communication between God and his 


people in the contexts in which they lived. We have to 
work out its implications for us from that, not by 
treating it as a coded preview of things to take place 
in the far future which were not in any direct sense 
God’s good news to the people to whom they were 
announced.+ 


APPENDIX 2 


Examples of Christian Interpretation 
of Old Testament Prophecy 


Because of the flexibility in the New Testament’s 
interpretation of Old Testament prophecy, we need to take 
account of the fact that in many cases there may be more 
than one way of interpreting a particular passage of 
prophecy. We now approach five passages from Old 
Testament prophets with three questions in mind: 


e Were these words fulfilled in any way during the time of 
the prophet or soon after (F1)? 


e Were these words fulfilled in any way in the first coming 
of Jesus Christ? Is there any indication that Jesus 
regarded himself, or that his disciples regarded him, as 
the fulfilment of this prophecy (F2)? 


e Are these words to be fulfilled in the future at the 
second coming of Jesus Christ? Is there any indication 
that either Jesus himself or the disciples related these 
prophecies to the end of the world (F3)? 


When we have attempted to answer these questions, we will 
not have exhausted the meaning of these prophecies. They 
may have much to teach us about Christian history between 
the first and second comings of Jesus Christ. But we shall 
see how difficult it is, if not impossible, to relate the 
prophecy to specific events in the twentieth or twenty-first 
centuries in the way that many are suggesting today. We 


dare not try to reduce the whole of biblical prophecy to a 
neat and tidy system. But we do need to make sure that we 
have understood how the New Testament writers handled 
Old Testament prophecy before we start using it to interpret 
contemporary events in detail. 

In each passage all the words, phrases, or sentences 
which are quoted or echoed in other parts of the Old 
Testament or the New Testament are in italics, and the 
references to the relevant passages are in the column on 
the right. 


The planting of Israel in the land (Amos 9:8-15) 


‘Surely the eyes of the Sovereign Lord 
are on the sinful kingdom. 
| will destroy it 
from the face of the earth - 
yet | will not totally destroy 
the house of Jacob,’ declares the Lord. 
‘For | will give the command, 
and | will shake the house of Israel among all the 
nations 
as corn is shaken in a sieve, 
but not an ear will fall to the ground. 
All the sinners among the people 
will die by the sword, 
all those who Say, 
“Disaster will not overtake or meet us.” 
In that day / will restore Acts 15:16-17 
David's fallen tent. 
I will repair its broken places, 
restore its ruins, 
and build it as it used to be, 
so that they may possess the remnant of Edom 
and all the nations that bear my name,’ 
declares the Lord, who will do these things. 


‘The days are coming,’ declares the Lord, 
‘when the reaper will be overtaken by the 
ploughman 
and the planter by the one treading grapes. 

New wine will drip from the mountains 
and flow from all the hills. 

| will bring back my exiled people Israel; 
they will rebuild the ruined cities and live in them. 

They will plant vineyards and drink their wine; 
they will make gardens and eat their fruit. 

| will plant Israel in their own land, 
never again to be uprooted 

from the land I have given them,’ 
says the Lord your God. 


F1 The prophet Amos came from the southern kingdom of 
Judah, but was called to exercise his prophetic ministry in 
the northern kingdom of Israel. After preaching in the capital 
of Samaria from approximately 760 to 750 sc, he was 
ordered to return home to Judah. He warned the people of 
the northern kingdom of a severe judgment to come (Amos 
9:8), and this was fulfilled in 721 sc when Samaria was 
captured and the people taken into exile in Assyria. 

Most commentators find it difficult to point to any clear 
fulfilment of this prophecy of a return from the exile in 
Assyria. It would seem that the exiles were scattered all 
over the Assyrian empire and that the vast majority were 
assimilated with the local population. Even if a few 
individuals were able to return to their land, there was 
nothing resembling the return of the exiles from Babylon to 
Judah in the mid sixth century sc. 


F2 At the Council of Jerusalem described in Acts 15, Peter 
and Paul argue that the way in which the Gentiles had 
received the gospel message and the way in which God had 


given his Spirit and worked signs and wonders among them 
proved beyond doubt that he intended them to be accepted 
as full members of the church. James, apparently acting as a 
kind of chairman to the Council, accepted their argument 
and went on to quote from Amos 9:11-12 to support his 
position. 

The two verses quoted cannot be isolated from the rest 
of the passage. So, for example, verse 11 (‘I will... restore 
its ruins, and build it as it used to be’) is echoed in verse 14 
(‘they will rebuild the ruined cities and live in them’). The 
Original passage in Amos speaks about the restoration of 
the people of Israel to the land, the rebuilding of the ruined 
cities, and the permanent replanting of the people in the 
land. When James quotes the passage, he is trying to show 
that the inclusion of the Gentiles in the church is a fulfilment 
- or should we not rather say the fulfilment? - of the 
prophecies of Amos. 

The restoration of Israel is not understood as something 
still in the future, but as something that has already taken 
place. And the inclusion of the Gentiles in the church is 
described as a result of the restoration of Israel (‘... that the 
remnant of men may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who 
bear my name’ Acts 15:17). 


Hopes for the restored nation (Ezekiel 37:15-28) 


The word of the Lord came to me: ‘Son of man, 
take a stick of wood and waite on it, “Belonging 
to Judah and the Israelites associated with him.” 
Then take another stick of wood, and waite on it, 
“Ephraim’s stick, belonging to Joseph and all the 
house of Israel associated with him.” Join them 
together into one stick so that they will become 
one in your hand. ‘When your countrymen ask 
you, “Won't you tell us what you mean by this?” 
say to them, “This is what the Sovereign Lord 
says: I am going to take the stick of Joseph — 
which is in Ephraim’s hand — and of the Israelite 
tribes associated with him, and join it to Judah’s 
stick, making them a single stick of wood, and 
they will become one in my hand.” Hold before 
their eyes the sticks you have written on and 

say to them, “This is what the Sovereign Lord 
says: I will take the Israelites out of the nations 
where they have gone. I will gather them from all 
around and bring them back into their own land. 


I will make them one nation in the land, on the 


John 10:16 


mountains of Israel. There will be one king over all 11:51-52 


of them and they will never again be two nations 
ot be divided into two kingdoms. They will no 
longer defile themselves with their idols and vile 
images or with any of their offences, for I will 
save them from all their sinful backsliding, and I will 
cleanse them. They will be my people, and I will be 
these God. “My servant David will be king over 
them, and they will all have one shepherd. They 
will follow my laws and be careful to keep my decrees. 
They will live in the land I gave to my servant 
Jacob, the land where your fathers lived. They 
and their children and their children’s children 
will live there for ever, and David my servant will be 
their prince for ever. I will make a covenant of peace 
with them; it will be an everlasting covenant. I will 
establish them and increase their numbers, and I 
will put my sanctuary among them for ever... My 
dwelling-place will be with them; I will be their God, and 
they will be my people. Then the nations will know 
that I the Lord make Israel holy, when my sanctuary 
is among them for ever.” 


Hebrews 9:14 


1 John 1:7 
1 Peter 2:9-10 
Luke 1:31-33 


John 10:11 
Hebrews 8:7-13 
Luke 22:20 
Hebrews 13:20 


John 2:18-22 
John 1:14 


Revelation 21:3 
1 Peter 2:9 


F1 Some of these words found their immediate fulfilment in 
the return of the Jewish exiles from Babylon to Jerusalem 
beginning in 537 sc. 


F2 The reference to the ‘one shepherd’ (Ezekiel 37:24) and 
the ‘one nation’ (37:22) are echoed in Jesus’ claim that he is 
‘the good shepherd’ who brings together ‘one flock’ (John 
10:11, 14, 16). John believed that Jesus had died not only for 
the Jewish nation, ‘but also for the scattered children of God, 
to bring them together and make them one’ (John 11:51- 
52). 

The promise about the Davidic king who will rule over his 
people for ever (37:22, 24, 25), is fulfilled in the person of 
Jesus and his kingly rule (Luke 1:31-33). Since the rule of 
the Davidic king is inevitably associated with the land 
(37:22, 25), we must assume that the promise about his 
people living in the land ‘for ever’ (37:25) must also be 
related to Jesus Christ and his church. 

Jesus spoke of his death as the inauguration of a new 
covenant (Luke 22:20), and the writer to the Hebrews 
relates the ‘everlasting covenant’ (Ezekiel 37:26) to this 
same covenant (Hebrews 13:20). 

John sees Jesus as the new temple in which the glory of 
God has been revealed (John 1:14; 2:26). 

Peter describes all Christian believers as being ‘a holy 
nation’ (1 Peter 3:9), and thus fulfilling the promise that God 
would make Israel ‘holy’ (Ezekiel 37:28). 

It demands an impossible kind of surgery to cut out and 
isolate references to the land in this passage (Ezekiel 37:22, 
25) and expect them to be fulfilled in a literal way (and not 
only in the sixth century sc but also in the twentieth century 
av), While accepting that every other aspect of the 
prophecies has been fulfilled in Jesus Christ and his people. 


Jerusalem under attack (Zechariah 12:1-10) 


This is the word of the Lord concerning Israel. 
The Lord, who stretches out the heavens, who 
lays the foundation of the earth, and who forms 
the spirit of man within him, declares: T am 
going to make Jerusalem a cup that sends all 
the surrounding peoples reeling. Judah will be 
besieged as well as Jerusalem. On that day, when 
all the nations of the earth are gathered against her, I Revelation 20:7-9 
will make Jerusalem an immovable rock for all Matthew 21:44 
the nations. All who try to move it will injure 
themselves. On that day I will strike every horse 
with panic and its nder with madness,’ declares 
the Lord. ‘I will keep a watchful eye over the 
house of Judah, but I will blind all the horses 
of the nations. Then the leaders of Judah will 
say in their hearts, “The people of Jerusalem are 
strong, because the Lord Almighty is their God.” 
‘On that day I will make the leaders of Judah 
like a frepot in a woodpile, like a flaming torch 
among sheaves. They will consume sight and left 
all the surrounding people, but Jerusalem will 
remain intact in her place. The Lord will save 
the dwellings of Judah first, so that the honour 
of the house of David and of Jerusalem’s 
inhabitants may not be greater than that of 
Judah. On that day the Lord will shield those 
who live in Jerusalem, so that the feeblest of 
them will be like David, and the house of David 
will be like God, like the Angel of the Lord going 
before them. On that day I wil set out to destroy all Matthew 16:18 
the nations that attack Jerusalem? ‘And I will pour 
out on the house of David and the inhabitants 
of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and supplication. Revelation 20:7-10 
They will bok on me, the one they have pierced, and John 19:37 
mourn for him as one mourns for an only child, Revelation 1:7 
and grieve bitterly for him as one grieves for a Matthew 24:30 
firstborn son? 


F1 Some of Zechariah’s earlier prophecies could be 
regarded as having been fulfilled in the Maccabean struggle 
for independence from Seleucid rule in 165 sc. But he is not 
writing here about the immediate future, but about a more 
distant time, which he speaks of as ‘that day’. 


F2 Jesus relates the picture of the rock (Zechariah 12:3) to 
himself in Matthew 21:24. 

In Matthew 24:30 there is an echo of Zechariah 12:10, 
when he says that all nations of the earth will ‘mourn’ at the 
coming of the Son of Man, in other words, in the period 
immediately after his death (see Section 3.8). 

John connects verse 10 with the crucifixion of Jesus (John 
19:37). 


F3 John also relates the vision of all nations of the earth 
mourning to the second coming of Jesus Christ (Revelation 
1:7). 

When he later takes up the picture of all nations 
attacking Jerusalem, he describes it as ‘the camp of God’s 
people, the city he loves’ (Revelation 20:9). This could 
hardly refer to the Jewish people or the city of Jerusalem, 
and must therefore refer to the church. 

If Jesus and the apostle relate these verses so clearly to 
the first and second comings of Jesus, it is difficult to believe 
that they could a/so be applied to the modern city of 
Jerusalem as the capital of Israel withstanding attacks from 
all nations of the world. If we insist on this kind of literal 
interpretation, we must lengthen the list to include every 
other occasion on which Jerusalem has withstood attacks - 
for example, during the Muslim conquest in the seventh 
century, the Crusades in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, 
the Byzantine wars, and the First World War. 


‘The day of the Lord’ (Zechariah 14:1-9, 21) 


A day of the Lord is coming when your plunder 
will be divided among you. I will gather all the Revelation 20:7-9 
nations to Jerusalem to fight against if, the city will be 
captured, the houses ransacked, and the women 
raped. Half of the city will go into exile, but the 
rest of the people will not be taken from the city. 
Then the Lord will go out and fight against those nations, Revelation 20:7-9 
as he fights in the day of battle. On that day his 
feet will stand on the Mount of Olives, east of 
Jerusalem, and the Mount of Olives will be split 
in two from east to west, forming a great valley, 
with half of the mountain moving north and 
half moving south. You will flee by my mountain 
valley, for it will extend to Azel. You will flee 
as you fled from the earthquake in the days of 
Uzziah king of Judah. Then the Lord my God 
will come, and all the holy ones with him. On that day Matthew 16:27; 25:31 
there will be no light, no cold or frost. It will be 
a unique day, without daytime or night-time — a day Revelation 22:5 
known to the Lord. When evening comes, there 
will be no ight. On that day Aving water will flow Joel 3:18 
from Jerusalem, half to the eastern sea and half to John 7:37-39 
the western sea, in summer and in winter. The Revelation 22:1-2 
Lord will be king over the whole earth. On that day Revelation 11:15-17 
there will be one Lord, and his name the only name. Acts 4:12 
And on that day there will no longer be a Mark 11:15-17 


Canaanite [or merchant] in the house of the John 2:13-19 


Lord Almighty. 


F1 The capture of Jerusalem described in Zechariah 14:2 
could perhaps be related to the capture of Jerusalem in ap 70 
by the Romans. 


F2 Mark summarizes the message preached by Jesus in the 
words: ‘The time has come... The kingdom of God is near’ 
(Mark 1:15). All his teaching about the coming of the 
kingdom (compare Mark 9:1) must be related to Zechariah’s 
prophecy ‘The Lord will be king over the whole earth’ 
(Zechariah 14:9). 

The cleansing of the temple by Jesus is a clear fulfilment 
of the words ‘there will no longer be a Canaanite [or 


merchant] in the house of the Lord Almighty’ (Zechariah 
14:21; compare Mark 11:15-17 and John 2:13-19). 

The picture of living water flowing from Jerusalem 
(Zechariah 14:8) is found in two other prophets (Ezekiel 
47:1-12 and Joel 3:18). It must be to this that Jesus was 
referring when he said, ‘Whoever believes in me, as the 
Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from 
within him’ John 7:37). There is no other passage in the Old 
Testament which could account for his using the phrase ‘as 
the Scripture has said’. Jesus therefore takes the original 
vision of living water flowing from the temple in Jerusalem 
down to the Dead Sea and interprets it as a picture of the 
life-giving influence of the believer who is filled with the 
Holy Spirit, or of himself as the one through whom the Spirit 
is given. 

The words ‘On that day there will be one Lord, and his 
name the only name’ (Zechariah 14:9) are echoed by 
Peter’s claim about Jesus: ‘Salvation is found in no one else, 
for there is no other name under heaven given to men by 
which we must be saved’ (Acts 4:12). 


F3 There is an echo of Zechariah 14:5 in Jesus’ words about 
the coming of the Son of Man (Matthew 16:27 and 25:31), 
since ‘the holy ones’ are probably to be understood as 
‘angels’. 

Several of the themes that are mentioned here are taken 
up by John in his vision of ‘a new heaven and a new earth’ 
(Revelation 21:1ff.) - for example, the defeat of the nations 
attacking Jerusalem (Zechariah 14:2-3; compare Revelation 
20:7-9), and the unique day in which there is no day or 
night (Zechariah 14:7; compare Revelation 22:5). The 
picture of living water flowing from the temple is here given 
a completely different interpretation: it now becomes ‘the 
river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the 
throne of God and of the Lamb’ (Revelation 22:1-2). 


However closely, therefore, some of Zechariah’s words 
seem to correspond to events in and around Jerusalem since 
1948, we must resist the temptation to draw the connection 
until and unless we have answered these two basic 
questions: 


e How do the New Testament writers understand the 
fulfilment of the prophecies of Zechariah? 


e Do the New Testament writers encourage us in any way 
to relate Zechariah’s words to historical events in 
Jerusalem between the first and second comings of 
Jesus Christ? 


Since they relate Zechariah’s prophecies at so many points 
to the first and second comings of Jesus, and since they give 
us no encouragement whatsoever to relate them to events 
in the city of Jerusalem between the two comings, is there 
any good reason why we in the twenty-first century should 
want to do so? When the New Testament writers have 
opened our eyes to see how Jesus fulfilled some of 
Zechariah’s prophecies in his first coming, and when they 
have given us a vision of how others will be fulfilled at his 
second coming, the attempt to relate them, for example, to 
Arab attacks on the State of Israel seems to be a step 
backwards rather than forward. It is rather like lighting a 
candle when the sun is already shining. 


The conversion of Egypt (Isaiah 19:18-25) 


In that day five cities in Egypt will speak the language of Joshua 10 
Canaan and swear allegiance to the Lord Almighty. One 
of them will be called the City of Destruction. 

In that day there will be aw altar to the Lord Genesis 28:18 
in the heart of Egypt, and a monument to the 
Lord Almighty in the land of Egypt. When they Exodus 2:23 — 3:10 
cry out to the Lord because of their oppressors, 
he will send them a saviour and defender, and 
he will rescue them. So the Lord will make himself Exodus 6:1-8 
known to the Egyptians; and in that day they will 
acknowledge the Lord. They will worship with 
sacrifices and grain offerings; they will make 
vows to the Lord and keep them. The Lord will 
strike Egypt with a plague; he will strike them 
and heal them. They will turn to the Lord, and 
he will cespond to their pleas and heal them. 

In that day there will be a highway from 
Egypt to Assyna. The Assyrians will go to Egypt 
and the Egyptians to Assyria. The Egyptians 
and Assyrians will worship together. In that 
day Israel will be the third, along with Egypt 
and Assyria, a blessing on the earth. The Lord 
Almighty will bless them, saying, “Blessed be 
Egypt my people, Assyria my handiwork, and Israel 1 Peter 2:9-10 
my inheritance.” Ephesians 2:10 


F1 This prophecy was probably written in the period 
between 720 and 711 sc, when the small kingdom of Judah 
felt it was at the mercy of the two great powers of the day - 
Egypt and Assyria. In the first part of the chapter (19:1-17) 
the prophet has described God’s judgment on Egypt: civil 
war leads to a violent struggle, which in turn leads to a cruel 
and tyrannical government. All Egypt’s national resources - 
spiritual, moral, economic and material - fail one after the 
other and are unable to arrest the rapid decline. 

This passage, the second half of the chapter (18-25), 
describes the restoration and renewal of Egypt in terms that 
would have sounded very surprising to Israel’s first 
listeners. The basic idea seems to be that at some day in 
the future Yahweh is going to ‘make himself known to the 
Egyptians’. First of all there will be a nucleus of people in 


Egypt who worship the true God, and through this small 
community God will reveal himself to the whole of the 
Egyptian people. So these people who had in the past been 
the idolatrous oppressors of the children of Israel will one 
day come to worship Yahweh! Similarly, Assyria, the 
powerful, expansionist kingdom to the north will one day 
come to worship the one true God! 

Although the ‘five cities’ cannot be identified with any 
certainty, we know that from the time of the Exile in 586 sc 
there were Jewish colonies in several places in Egypt. 
Jeremiah speaks of Israelites living ‘in the cities of Migdol, 
Tahpanhes and Memphis, and in Upper Egypt’ Jeremiah 
44:1). It may well be that Isaiah is speaking figuratively and 
using ideas taken from the conquest of the land of Canaan. 
His idea would then be that just as the book of Joshua 
describes the conquest of the five Amorite cities in Canaan, 
which led to the conquest of the whole land (Joshua 10), so 
now he speaks of the conversion of the five Egyptian cities 
as the beginning of the spiritual conquest of the whole land 
of Egypt. We know from archaeology that a garrison of 
Jewish mercenaries established themselves at Elephantine 
beside Aswan in Upper Egypt in 528 sc. And Philo the Jewish 
historian from Alexandria tells us that by his time (i.e. the 
time of Christ) there were a million Jews living in Egypt. 

The ‘altar to the Lord in the heart of Egypt’ could be an 
echo of the altar which Jacob erected at Bethel (Genesis 
28:18). In this case Isaiah is saying that ‘Egypt is going to 
have its own Jacob-like figures who will meet with God as 
Jacob did at Beth-el’. This is then followed by the prediction 
that Egypt will also experience its own exodus and 
deliverance from oppression (compare Exodus 2:23 - 3:10; 
6:1-8). Thus the Egyptians will come to enjoy the same 
blessings as the children of Israel had done in the past. 


F2 Luke includes both Egypt and the area formerly known 
as Assyria in his list of places from which Jews came to 
Jerusalem for the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:9-10). Thus on 
the day when the church came into being, we see people 
from Egypt and Assyria coming together to worship God in 
the name of Jesus. And it was not long before there were 
thriving, indigenous churches in both these areas. Thus 
there was a sense in which the Egyptians did ‘know the 
Lord’ during the first centuries of the Christian era. There 
was a strong monastic movement in both Egypt and the 
Fertile Crescent, and a great deal of coming and going 
between the monasteries in these two regions. During the 
medieval period also, continuous exchange between 
monasteries in Syria and Egypt meant that there was a well- 
known ‘highway’ between these two areas. 

The most striking echo of these ideas in the New 
Testament, however, is the way in which titles that are given 
by Isaiah to Egypt and Assyria are given to all believers in 
Christ. Thus Peter, writing to a mixture of Jewish and Gentile 
Christians says, in effect, ‘You Gentiles are not foreigners or 
strangers any longer; you are now fellow citizens with God’s 
people and members of God’s family’ (1 Peter 2:9-10). 
Similarly, Paul speaks of the church as God’s ‘workmanship’ 
(Ephesians 2:10, RSV), echoing the description of Assyria as 
‘my handiwork’. 

Some students of prophecy became very excited in 1958 
when Egypt and Assyria joined together to form the United 
Arab Republic (UAR). Here, it was thought, was a very 
obvious and literal fulfilment in modern times of Isaiah’s 
prophecy. The fact that this union came to an end a few 
years later in 1961, however, simply illustrates the difficulty 
in trying to relate Old Testament prophecy to events in 
contemporary history. What sense does it make to think that 
Isaiah, in the eighth century sc, was making a detailed 
prediction about an alliance between two countries in the 


Middle East in the twentieth century ap which would last for 
only three years? 

In its original context Isaiah’s prophecy would have 
sounded very shocking, because it was looking forward to 
the time when Egyptians and Assyrians, people who had 
been enemies of Israel in the past, would one day know 
Yahweh, the God of Israel. The main thrust of Isaiah’s 
message, therefore, was that God was going to reveal 
himself to the most unlikely people! 
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